




DIRECTOR’S MESSAGE 

2021 WAS BOTH AN EXCITING AND CHALLENGING YEAR  
AT THE UH CANCER CENTER. 

This year we celebrated the 50th year of the National  
Cancer Act that launched an innovative new  

approach to cancer research establishing the network  
of National Cancer Institute (NCI)-Designated Cancer  
Centers and new funding for cancer research. Our UH 
Cancer Center staff and faculty also celebrated our 50th 
year serving our communities to reduce the burden of 
cancer in Hawai‘i and the U.S.-Affiliated Pacific Islands 
and our 25th year of continuous funding as one of 71 elite 
NCI-Designated Cancer Centers across the U.S. We are  
the only NCI-Designated Cancer Center completely 
focused on cancer in the islands, and our faculty and staff 
continue to work hard every day to make a difference.  
We are making progress to end cancer as we know it,  
but there is still much work ahead. In these pages you  
will see a small sample of what the faculty and staff have 
accomplished over the last 50 years as well as current  
projects that carry us in new directions. 

Along with the excitement of these landmarks, we  
continue to deal with the challenges of the COVID-19 
pandemic, some of which will be felt well beyond its  
ending. We have found that in many rural areas of  
the state cancer screenings have declined during the  
pandemic. This may lead to some cancers being diagnosed 
at more advanced stages, when they may be harder to 
treat. You will learn how COVID-19 has affected our 
clinical trials work and how we are innovating to meet 
that challenge. This report also describes how our  
researchers are working to understand how genetics,  
race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic factors influence  
the risk of COVID-19 infection. 

This year, Dr. Randall Holcombe left the UH Cancer 
Center, after having served as our Director for the last 
five years. We take a moment here to reflect on his many 
accomplishments at UH. We have also made several 
leadership changes. After years of outstanding leadership 
in our Population Sciences in the Pacific Program,  

Drs. Thomas Wills and Herbert Yu stepped down to  
focus on their research. We are fortunate that Drs. Lani 
Park and Pallav Pokhrel have enthusiastically taken on 
leadership of the program to steer it into its next phase. 
We have recruited Dr. Xin Chen, an internationally 
renowned liver cancer expert, as the new co-leader of  
the Cancer Biology Program. Dr. Chen will bring her 
expertise to bear on the high incidence of liver cancer in 
Hawai‘i. We welcomed as the new Medical Director of 
our Clinical Trials Office, Dr. Jonathan Cho, who has 
more than 30 years experience as an oncologist in Hawai‘i. 
I also appointed Dr. John Shepherd as Interim Deputy 
Director to work with me to serve the UH Cancer Center 
during this transition. Finally, the search for the new 
Director is fully underway. 

I am honored to serve this wonderful community  
of faculty and staff and all our partners across  
Hawai‘i and the Pacific in support of  
our united mission to end  
cancer as we know it.  

Mahalo, 

JOE W.  RAMOS, PhD 
INTERIM DIRECTOR
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POPULATION SCIENCES IN THE PACIFIC PROGRAM  
ADDRESSING CANCER DISPARITIES 

5 0  Y E A R S  O F  P R O G R E S S

CANCER EPIDEMIOLOGY 

Established in 1993, the Multiethnic Cohort (MEC) 
Study is the most ethnically-diverse cohort study in the 
world. The MEC is a collaboration between the UH  
Cancer Center and the University of Southern California,  
and the cohort of 215,000 participants are primarily  
Native Hawaiians, Japanese, Whites, Latinos, and  
African Americans.  

Findings from the MEC’s numerous world-renown  
cancer studies have provided data relevant not only to  
Hawai‘i but also other states and countries. The MEC 
study has examined the role of alcohol, diet quality, body 
fat distribution and physical activity in determining a  
person’s risk for cancer. 

The UH Cancer Center’s epidemiology program was one  
of the first to focus on the role of diet in the causation  
of cancer, taking advantage of the variety of ethnic  
foods in Hawai‘i. Its studies on Japanese immigrants  
to Hawai‘i provided some of the most convincing data  
on the changing cancer rates among different generations 
of immigrants. 

The MEC Study revealed that obesity has overtaken 
viral hepatitis as a major cause of chronic liver disease in 
Hawai‘i’s population, and the risk of lung cancer among 
Native Hawaiians matched that of African-Americans, 
indicating a 50% increase compared to Whites. 

CANCER PREVENTION AND CONTROL 

UH Cancer Center researchers were among the first to 
investigate the health effects of electronic cigarette use. 
Working with Hawai‘i high schools, they uncovered a 
growing public health concern about the relationship  
between use of e-cigarettes by Hawai‘i’s youth to  
initiation of cigarette smoking and incidence of  
respiratory diseases, like asthma and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD). 

In collaboration with researchers from the University of 
Guam, UH Cancer Center researchers also developed  
the first cessation program for areca (betel) nut use, 
demonstrating the program’s effectiveness in a clinical  
trial. Worldwide, about 600 million people use betel  
nut for cultural and recreational purposes, and use is  
particularly widespread throughout Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific, including Guam. Research has shown the  
devastating effects of its use, which include cancers of  
the oral cavity. 

Prevention and control researchers have studied the  
effect of hula on the physical fitness and psychosocial 
well-being of breast cancer survivors. They have explored 
culturally sensitive approaches to increase colorectal  
cancer screening rates among Native Hawaiian men with 
the aim of reducing the disproportionately high rate of 
cancer deaths in this group. 
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ADVANCING CLINICAL TRIALS 
THROUGHOUT THE PACIFIC 

5 0  Y E A R S  O F  P R O G R E S S

UH CANCER CENTER STAFF JOIN CLINICAL TRIALS  
STAFF AT FHP HEALTH CENTER IN GUAM 

2021 was an exciting year for the Pacific in terms  
of clinical trials, which play a significant role in  

decreasing cancer mortality through the development of 
new effective cancer treatments. Since the establishment 
of the UH Cancer Center in 1971, over 16,000  
individuals have been enrolled onto cancer clinical trials 
facilitated by Cancer Center scientists. In our mission to 
reduce the burden of cancer through research and patient 
care, the UH Cancer Center continues to prioritize the 
expansion of access to clinical trials in Hawai‘i to patients 
who live outside of O‘ahu, as well as throughout the 
greater Pacific. 

A partner organization in Guam, FHP Health Center,  
has begun enrolling cancer patients onto clinical trials.  
In April of 2021, UH Cancer Center staff provided  
intensive training for FHP’s sole clinical research nurse 
about adhering to protocols and monitoring patients  
on clinical trials. As one of Micronesia’s leading medical 
clinics, FHP’s ability to provide the highest quality of  
care for its cancer patients will have a profound impact  
on cancer mortality in Guam. 

In order to improve cancer care in local communities,  
UH Cancer Center researchers have recently developed  
five investigator-initiated clinical studies tailored to the 
needs of the state’s population. Through these studies, 
researchers seek to better understand and reduce cancer 
disparities that are unique to Hawai‘i and the Pacific.   
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Lastly, we are steps closer to beginning construction on  
Hawai‘i’s first Early Phase Clinical Research Center.  
Since 2019, the UH Cancer Center has been securing 
state, federal, and philanthropic funds and preparing 
designs for the state’s first research center focused on early 
phase clinical trials. The design and bidding phases of the 
project neared completion in 2021, and construction is 
scheduled to begin in 2022.Due to the COVID-19 pandemic,  

we have been seeing a decrease in  
patient enrollment to clinical trials. 

PATIENTS ENROLLED ON  
CLINICAL TRIALS 2021 

Interventional Therapeutic: 58 

Non-Interventional Epidemiology,  
Observational, & Outcome Studies: 504 

Total Patients Enrolled on Trials: 562



10 Countries 

27 U.S. States & Territories 

78 Universities & Institutions
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WELCOME, DR. JONATHAN CHO! 

N E W  L E A D E R S H I P  

new Medical Director of the Clinical Trials Office. Cho 
We would like to welcome Jonathan Cho, MD, who 

joined the UH Cancer Center in April as the 

is responsible for exploring ways to increase clinical trial 
access and enrollment throughout Hawai‘i. His mission is 
to reduce obstacles to clinical trial participation, especially 
with regard to minority and underserved populations.  

A faculty member since 1991, Cho previously served  
as the Principal Investigator of the UH Cancer Center’s 
NCI-funded Hawai‘i Minority-Based Community  
Clinical Oncology Program. During this time, he  
expanded the infrastructure of clinical trial activities  
at the Cancer Center, allowing for the conduct of  
both investigator-initiated translational research and 
pharmaceutical-sponsored trials. 

Prior to being named Medical Director here at the  
UH Cancer Center, Cho was a community medical  
oncologist/hematologist for nearly 30 years, and was  
one of six physicians treating cancer and blood disorders 
at Hawai‘i Cancer Care. 

“Cancer patients, their caregivers, and care providers 
should feel optimistic that advances in the prevention, 
diagnosis, and treatment of cancer will continue. Research 
brings hope,” says Cho. 

“OVER THE PAST 20 YEARS, WE HAVE 
WITNESSED SIGNIFICANT ADVANCES  
IN CANCER CARE. THESE ADVANCES  

ARE THE RESULT OF RELENTLESS  
EFFORTS BY THE CANCER  
RESEARCH COMMUNITY.” 

JONATHAN CHO,  MD 

Cho is a graduate of the University of Hawai‘i’s  
John A. Burns School of Medicine. He completed  
his internship and residency in Internal Medicine at  
the University of California at Irvine, a fellowship in 
Medical Oncology at the City of Hope National Medical 
Center in Duarte, California, and a combined Medical 
Oncology/Hematology Fellowship at the University  
of California, Irvine. 
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POPULATION SCIENCES 
IN THE PACIFIC  
PROGRAM WELCOMES 
NEW CO-LEADERS 

Following thorough reviews with senior leadership  
and extensive discussion among program faculty, 

Sung-shim (Lani) Park, PhD, MPH, was appointed as  
the new co-leader of the UH Cancer Center’s Population  
Sciences in the Pacific Program (Cancer Epidemiology). 
Park has over 10 years of experience working with  
the Multiethnic Cohort Study and has ongoing  
collaborations with large consortia such as the Population 
Architecture using Genomics and Epidemiology (PAGE) 
and Transdisciplinary Research in Cancer of the Lung 
(TRICL). Her research focuses on identifying genetic, 
health, behavioral, and environmental factors that  
contribute to racial-ethnic differences in cancer risk. 

At the conclusion of a nationwide search, Pallav Pokhrel, 
PhD, MPH, was selected as the new co-leader of the  
UH Cancer Center’s Population Sciences in the Pacific 
Program (Cancer Prevention in the Pacific). Pokhrel 
joined the UH Cancer Center faculty in 2009. His  
research focuses on reducing tobacco-related cancer  
disparities and preventing the abuse of emerging tobacco 
products. He is currently investigating the effects of  
e-cigarette marketing on young adults, the effects of 
e-cigarette use on tobacco use behavior, psychosocial 
predictors of racial-ethnic disparities in tobacco use, and 
application of self-regulation theories on tobacco use 
prevention and cessation interventions. 

Mahalo to Thomas Wills, PhD, and Herbert Yu, MD, 
PhD, MSc, for leading the Population Sciences in the 
Pacific Program for the last 10 years. We appreciate their 
dedication and guidance in moving the program forward.  
Both have stepped down to focus on their research.   

N E W  L E A D E R S H I P

S. LANI PARK, PhD, MPH 

PALLAV POKHREL, 
PhD, MPH 

THOMAS WILLS, PhD 

HERBERT YU, MD, PhD, MSc
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