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Excellencies, colleagues, friends,  

I entered medicine during the height of the HIV/Aids epidemic. Our treatments were so inadequate to 
the suffering that was going on, all I could do was sit by the bedside and care for patients who were 
literally asphyxiating, choking to death. We had terrible medicines back then; we had not yet had the 
revolution that was highly active, antiretroviral therapy which was a combination of treatments. So we 
comforted patients, we gave them oxygen, and we gave not very effective antibiotics. 

The same was true of cancer when I went into oncology—the average person with lung cancer advanced 
disease survived three to four months. Now they survive between 16 and 18 months with advanced 
disease and we cure twice as many as we cured when I started.  

These clinical improvements are data based should be celebrated for the benefits they have brought to 
patients, but they are not enough for the medical and pharmaceutical professions to give themselves 
pats on the back. You see progress in neurological diseases, you see even more dramatic progress in 
cardiovascular diseases. But I think that we can do a lot better. Rather, the life of a physician is a daily 
reminder that medicine is much more about learning from our many, many defeats rather than dwelling 
on our few victories over diseases.  Indeed, this is the history of medicine over many decades or 
centuries—we administer marginally effective therapies while trying to develop better cures—and it 
should guard us against becoming arrogant about our treatments as opposed to other approaches. 

So perhaps the greatest lesson of my 27- or 28-year career in medicine is to keep an open mind about 
the treatments that I can administer or help develop as an oncologist specializing in the study of cancers 
of the lung and aerodigestive tract. 

There is certainly is room for doubt in my mind that people who take complementary approaches do 
tend to do better than those who do not. We know that already from epidemiological studies. People 
with healthier diets do better. In fact there's a paper in the NEJM this week which suggests that 
modifying diet can reduce cardiovascular risk by 50%. That's not a randomized trial but a large 
observation trial. I'm one of the large number of investigators who tried to extract that one compound 
that made a difference. That was our error. Interestingly, the Mediterranean diet seems to be the most 
impressive diet in the world, but we can't extract that one element of it. So maybe complementary 
medicine or traditional Chinese herbal medicines have something there are doing right. I think as 
physicians who care for our patients it's important that we consider that.  

I am much more comfortable with the approach outlined by Dr. Kathi Kemper, director for the Center 
for Integrative Health and Wellness at The Ohio State University who describes integrative medicine as 
“personalized care for the whole person, focusing on wellness, health promotion and prevention, using 
all available therapies and therapists to achieve a person's individual health goals”. We could call that 
personalized precision health.  



 

So yes, I do think there is a more holistic approach to health that is healthier than just medicine, or just 
treating illnesses. I think it's a combinatory approach. It's traditional, western medicine, and learning 
more about the holistic approach towards the healthy human. That is a philosophy formed in the 
cauldron of taking care of some the sickest people over my career who deserve not just our best efforts 
but a frank and open-minded approach to their health. 

So what is the role of AUB and particularly its Nature Conservation Center and Wellness Program in 
fostering a more integrative approach to health and wellness? The mission of AUB-NCC is to encourage 
people to become the guardians of nature and for them to reap the benefits that accrue from that 
guardianship. Living in harmony with nature is not just a path towards sustainability of our existence on 
this planet, but it is also part and parcel of a healthy and active life. 

The Wellness Program was set up about 10 years ago to create healthier study and work environments 
at AUB with programs, facilities, services, and incentives that promote and support healthy lifestyle 
choices. They stage health awareness events, the excellent Bring Yoga to Your Desk initiative, annual Fit-
A-Thons, and so on.  

Meanwhile there are a number of NCC projects designed to help people be more in touch with their 
natural surroundings, motivated by a strong body of literature demonstrating how this strengthens 
individual and social wellbeing. The Guide for Nature Based Extracurricular Activities was adopted by the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education and disseminated to all public schools, many of which 
implemented the program developed by the Center. 

Of course looking back through the history of medicine, many of our remedies have been derived from 
the natural properties of plants such as Digitalis and many chemotherapy and antibiotic medicines that 
we use today. And AUB-NCC has been at the forefront of the exploration of Lebanon’s rich biodiversity 
and indigenous knowledge as a means for drug discovery. This started with documentation of folk 
practices and collecting and cultivating herbal plants with medicinal properties and progressed through 
interdisciplinary research towards the discovery of drugs with potential medicinal properties. One of my 
most memorable meetings of the last year was Dr. Saliba actually bringing me data to look at. And the 
data were based on natural compounds that were promising for cancer. This is proof that 
interdisciplinary research works, and it's open-minded, but it does presume the results of the 
experiment before you conduct it. These tests are ongoing and we wait with interest to see what 
advances they may hold towards treating symptoms or curing disease. Or even better, maintaining good 
health.  

I do not personally think complementary medicine is going to be the panacea that some say they 
thought it would be; I don’t believe it substitutes for modern medicine; and I have seen some 
approaches which I don't believe work and I think the evidence supports that, just as I have seen 
allopathic medicines that don't work.  

On the other hand I have seen patients who have stopped their chemotherapy and to my surprise they 
have lived longer than I have expected. Whether it is their positive frame of mind, or meditation, 
whether it is some form of traditional medicine, I do not know. But I do believe strongly in the benefit of 
a frank, non-judgmental conversation between caregiver and patient, where the patient can open up 
and be candid with their physician and saying, “look you are giving me something that I think is toxic and 
I want to take a supplement instead”.  



 

I have always encouraged those individuals to share with me the supplements they are taking and by 
sharing I think that enhances trust. Just by the act of my saying, “tell me what you are taking; I'm not 
going to judge you for it,” brings a tremendous deepening of that bond of trust between the physician 
or nurse or caregiver and the patient. 

As long as we are open with each other, to ensure that whatever we find in collaboration produces 
things that can help people. We know that people taking really high doses of vitamin A actually can 
counteract some of the treatments we give. But we need to understand how things work before we 
administer them. I believe we are in an era where humility and data science can intersect, and I call this 
approach collaborative science. Are we there? No, but I think we starting to be more open minded in the 
medical profession, and the nursing profession and I want to commend the organizers of this forum 
because I think it is by assembling all these people of such diverse backgrounds a very important step in 
that direction.  

Thank you very much.  

 


