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Abstract, 2022 David Todd Oration 
“Learning from crisis for a better healthcare system”

History repeats itself. Hazards, whether manmade or natural, will never leave us. 
They can give rise to public health emergencies and even escalate into large-scale 
crises, resulting in massive illnesses and deaths, along with insurmountable social and 
economic distress. We can never fully eliminate these hazards, but we can minimise 
their impact and avoid disastrous outcomes by learning to manage them. A quality risk 
management system driven by effective leadership and governance, knowledgeable 
teams and efficient decision-making processes will lead to success in managing public 
health hazards. 

I will be sharing my experiences of handling major public health and medical crises 
during my 34 years of public service, with respect to infectious disease outbreaks, 
including the first local outbreaks of avian influenza in 1997, dengue fever in Ma Wan 
in 2002, severe acute respiratory syndrome in 2003, and swine flu in 2009; major food 
safety incidents, including British beef with possible variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease 
in 1996, the “off-taste” soya drink incident in 1996, E. coli 0157:H7 found in beef in 
2001, and melamine-tainted milk in 2008; and major traffic accidents, including the Sai 
Kung bus crash in 2008, the Lamma Island ferry collision in 2012, and the Tai Po bus 
crash in 2018. 

Hong Kong has a robust system for handling public health and medical crises. A 
rapid response system and effective triage are imperative for lowering the number of 
deaths and the risk of serious permanent disability. When crises occur, through proper 
risk management and emergency response plans together with new technology and 
data management skills, we can minimize the negative impact on human health and 
socioeconomic losses. If history repeats itself, then let the good prevail. Let us learn to 
achieve; and once we have achieved, we should learn again. 
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