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BIOGRAPHY

Charas Suwanwela, M.D.

Dr. Charas Suwanwela was graduated a Doctor of
Medicine from the Faculty of Medicine, Chulalongkorn
Hospital, University of Medical Sciences, Thailand, in 1955.
After a year of internship and another year of general surgical
training at the Chulalongkorn Hospital, he was awarded the
Anandha-mahidol Scholarship by His Majesty the King to
study neurological surgery in the United States. In 1957 he was
a fellow at the Division of Neurological Surgery, University of
Chicago, under Dr. Joseph P. Evans and Dr. Sean Mullan. He
received a Master of Surgery degree from the University of
Chicago. In 1958, he moved to the North Carolina Baptist
Hospital, Winston-Salem, North Carolina, to enter clinical
training in neurological surgery under Dr. Eben Alexander, Jr.
and Dr. Courtland H. Davis, Jr. He completed training and
passed the examination for certification by the American Board
of Neurological Surgery and received a foreign certificate
in 1962.

Dr. Suwanwela returned to Thailand where he started
neurosurgical services and training at the Chulalongkorn
Hospital. He was among a handful of neurosurgeons who
finished their training abroad and returned in early 1960s to
establish neurosurgical units at hospitals and medical schools
in Thailand, where operations on the brain were not well

known to the Thai public who posted many questions and



doubts. Special efforts were needed to educate physicians and
general public regarding the benefits of neurosurgery.

During the late 1960s, large numbers of the Thai
medical graduates left the country for specialty training,
mainly in the United States. Many of them did not return. To
cope with this problem, a mandatory 3-year service after
graduation was enforced, and specialty training programs
were established in the country. Neurosurgical training at
Chulalongkorn Hospital became a formal training program.
So far, 32 certified neurosurgeons have completed their

training in this program.

Dr. Charas Suwanwela was the chairman of the
subcommittee of Thai Medical Council to set competency
standards of medical graduates from Thai medical schools in
order to make them responsive to country’s needs. He also
served as the first secretary of the Thai Board of Specialties in
Surgery as well as in Neurosurgery. He was among the four or
five surgeons who initiated the formation of the Thai College of
Surgeons and became the first Secretary of the College when

it was established.

In addition to neurosurgical patient care and education
of medical students and surgical and neurosurgical residents,
clinical research on neurosurgical problems was undertaken.
Reports on frontoethmoidal encephalomeningoceles including
their classification, intracranial mycotic aneurysms of

extravascular origin, and intracranial arterial narrowing and
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spasm inacute head injuries were among the original articles.
In 1971, he returned to the Bowman Gray School of Medicine,
North Carolina, and spent a year as visiting professor.

In 1975, the Chulalongkorn University set up a new

Institute of Health Research, and Dr. Suwanwela was
appointed its first director. The Institute worked closely with
the World Health Organization in essential areas of health
research, such as family planning, drug dependence,
malaria, and rural health service, Dr. Suwanwela had an
opportunity to personally study opium use and health
problems in remote hill tribal villages in Northern Thailand
in collaboration with the United Nations Program for Drug

Abuse Control. Models for provision of health services in
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came to realize that many so-called neurosurgical problems
existed at the village level, and reorientation of our thinking
might perhaps be appropriate. Villagers suffered from many
untreated neurosurgical conditions. Pain and weakness from
herniated discs prevented them from farm work and they
became dependent members of their families. Atrophy of
hands from carpal tunnel syndrome was not uncommon.
Since tapeworm infestation was prevalent, epilepsy from
cerebral cisticercosis caused family disruption and poverty.
Preventive measures through education were needed, but
changes in an age-old way of life were difficult. To cope
with convulsions, a regular supply of one-tablet-a-day of
phenobarbital posed as an almost formidable logistic task.
Head injuries were common. Distance and inadequate
transportation would completely prevent them from reaching
a neurosurgeon. Care had to be given by first-line surgeons.
Training general surgeons must therefore include selected
skills for cranial operations, at least for the time being.
A community surgeon would beamore appropriate designation
than a general surgeon. Neurosurgical service in developing
countries cannot be seen as a completely tertiary care.
Neurosurgical knowledge and services must be provided from
the self-carelevel up through the most peripheral health services,
community hospitals, and the neurosurgical services. An
“offensive” surgical service or surgical “camp” has been tried.
Village headmen were asked to identify simple problems that

need surgery such as encephalomeningocele and harelip.






Many patients were brought together at a place where a team

of surgeons, nurses, and anesthetists would come and do many

operations during a short visit.

In 1980, Chulalongkorn University established an
Office of Research Affairs in order to accelerate and coordinate
its research efforts. Dr. Suwanwela was appointed the first
Vice-President for Research Affairs. The University was then
ushered into a process of change from a teaching to a research
university. Task forces, research units, and research institutes
were formed. After 5 years in this position, Dr. Suwanwela
returned to the Faculty of Medicine as Dean. A new track of
medical education, called “Community Targeted Problem

Bases Curriculum,” was initiated as an innovation in medical




education. The medical school has since been an active
member of the Network of Community Oriented Educational
Institutions for Health Sciences. Clinical epidemiology unit
was established in collaboration with the International
Network on Clinical Epidemiology (INCLEN). Dr. Suwanwela
later served as a member of INCLEN Executive Board.
Concurrently, Dr. Suwanwela served as Director of the
Chulalongkorn Hospital where a new 20-story outpatient
building was constructed using 500 million bahts raised from
donation. By support of basic laboratories, clinical facilities,
and medical and nursing staff, the first heart transplant
as well as in-vitro fertilization and embryo transfer in

Thailand was successful.

In 1989, Dr. Suwanwela became President of
Chulalongkorn University, the oldest and largest university in
Thailand. Among the various developments was a fiberoptic
backbone for data communication in the campus, linking
various faculties, institutes, and centers together. The goal of
computer competency for Chulalongkorn graduates was set
and supported by networks of computer centersinall faculties.
Internet linkage was established. A College of Public Health
was set up at Chulalongkorn University with a “new public
health” approach as another innovation. Internationalization
of the University was intensified. Schemes for moral and
ethical education throughout the campus as well as arts
and culture were taking shape in many forms. The University

now has a symphony orchestra and a Thai classical musical



ensemble. After completing the first term as President in 1992,

he was reelected for a second term of 4 years.

Dr. Suwanwela was given the Rajadapiseksompoch
Fund of Chulalongkorn University Award for Best Research in
1981, the National Research Council of Thailand Award for
Best Research in 1984, the National Research Council of
Thailand Award for Best Researcher of the Year (health
sciences) in 1985, and the World Health Organization For All
Medal in 1989.

Dr. Suwanwela was President of Neurological Society
of Thailand, and President of the Royal College of Surgeons of
Thailand. Since 1991, he has been appointed a member of the
National Legislative Assembly and later a National Senate,

as well as the Senate Commission on Health.

On the regional scene, Dr. Suwanwela served as
Congress Secretary of the Fourth Asian and Australasian
Congress of Neurological Surgery (1975,) Treasurer of the
Asian and Australasian Society of Neurological Surgeons,
President of the ASEAN Neurosurgical Society, President of
the Thailand Chapter of the International College of Surgeons,
Vice-President of the International College of Surgeons, and
President of the Academia Eurasiana Neurochirurgica.
He also served as a member of the administrative board of
many societies including the Association of Southeast Asian
Institute of Higher Learning (ASAIHL) and the International

Association of Universities.



For the World Health Organization, Dr. Suwanwela
served as a member of the Southeast Asian Regional
Advisory Committee on Health Research during 1978-1981
and is currently a member of the Global Advisory Committee
on Health Research. He was on the WHO Expert Advisory
Panels in the area of human reproduction, drug dependence,

and human resources for health. *
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