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Chairman’s	Overview		
	
This	is	my	second	annual	as	Chair	of	the	Department	of	Human	Genetics,	a	position	that	I	assumed	mid‐2013	from	
Dr.	David	Rosenblatt,	who	had	been	chair	for	the	12	previous	years.	Our	department	is	a	very	young	one,	having	been	
established	in	1993,	and	I	am	only	the	third	chair.		The	Department	of	Human	Genetics	is	both	a	basic	science	and	a	
clinical	department	in	the	Faculty	of	Medicine	at	McGill.		It	has	the	dual	challenge	of	promoting	excellence	in	research	
and	 teaching	 in	 the	 basic	 science	 of	 human	 genetics	 and	 also	 a	 similar	 challenge	 for	 excellence	 in	 professional	
training	and	patient	care.	Although	our	administrative	offices	are	housed	in	the	Stewart	Biology	Building,	none	of	
our	faculty	has	laboratories	or	offices	there.	Rather	they	are	scattered	throughout	the	McGill	campus	in	the	Research	
Institutes	of	the	McGill	teaching	hospitals	(MUHC,	JGH,	and	Douglas),	the	Montreal	Neurological	Institute,	the	Bellini	
Life	Sciences	Complex,	and	the	Genome	Quebec	Innovation	Centre.	There	are	also	Departments	of	Medical	Genetics	
at	both	the	McGill	University	Health	Centre	and	the	Jewish	General	Hospital.	The	fact	that	genetics	is	pervasive	both	
physically	and	intellectually	throughout	the	University	is	a	strength	in	that	is	permits	innovation	and	collaboration	
across	disciplines	and	departments,	but	it	also	poses	particular	challenges	for	departmental	coherence.		This	year	
the	movement	of	many	of	our	researchers	and	clinicians	responsible	for	the	training	of	medical	residents	and	genetic	
counselors	to	the	Glen	site	is	a	challenging	one	with	respect	to	the	co‐ordination	but	ultimately	will	result	in	having	
most	of	our	activities	related	to	clinical	training	at	the	same	location.		
	
The	department	is	responsible	 for	the	training	of	graduate	students	 in	human	genetics,	genetic	counselors	(non‐
thesis	MSc),	medical	students,	and	medical	residents	in	the	various	clinical	areas	of	medical	genetics.	As	we	enter	the	
era	of	so‐called	personalized	medicine,	which	is	in	large	part	based	on	genetic	stratification,	made	possible	by	next	
generation	sequencing	technologies,	a	particular	challenge	is	to	translate	this	scientific	advancement	to	the	training	
of	 health	 care	 professionals	 and	 to	 patient	 care.	 In	 addition	 to	 this,	 the	 change	 in	 the	 undergraduate	 medical	
curriculum	has	posed	 additional	 challenges	 to	maintain	 training	 in	 fundament	 aspects	of	human	genetics	 in	 the	
curriculum,	a	challenge	that	was	taken	on	and	met	by	Jennifer	Fitzpatrick.		
	
The	Department	of	Human	Genetics	is	unusual	in	that	it	evolved	from	a	Centre.	Thus,	most	of	the	senior	members	of	
the	 department	 have	 historical	 associations	 with	 at	 least	 one	 other	 department,	 which	 is	 often	 their	 primary	
appointment.	Many	of	our	senior	faculty	hold	leadership	positions	at	the	University,	the	teaching	hospitals,	and	the	
research	institutes.	Professor	Lark	Lathrop	is	the	Head	of	the	McGill‐Genome	Quebec	Innovation	Centre.		Under	his	
leadership,	the	existing	faculty	has	been	nurtured,	and	a	substantial	number	of	excellent	investigators	have	been	
recruited.	Professor	Philippe	Gros	heads	the	Complex	Trait	Group	in	the	Bellini	Life	Sciences	Complex,	which	has	an	
international	reputation	in	the	area	of	the	genetics	of	host	response	to	infection.	Professor	Bartha	Knoppers	heads	
the	Centre	of	Genomics	and	Policy	at	 the	McGill	University‐Genome	Quebec	 Innovation	Centre,	which	 is	a	world	
leader	in	all	areas	of	law,	ethics	and	policy	related	to	Genetics	and	Genomics.	Research	in	this	Centre,	is	now	under	
the	direction	of	Dr.	Yann	Joly,	who	was	promoted	to	the	position	of	Associate	professor	this	year.	Professor	Roderick	
McInnes	 the	 director	 of	 The	 Lady	Davis	 Institute	 of	 the	 JGH,	 is	 the	 former	 head	 of	 the	 CIHR	Genetics	 Institute.	
Professor	William	Foulkes	heads	the	McGill	Cancer	Genetics	Program,	one	of	the	best	in	the	world.	Professor	Gustavo	
Turecki	is	the	leader	of	research	at	the	Douglas	hospital,	where	our	department	has	ground	breaking	research	in	
psychiatric	genetics.	Professor	Renee	St‐Arnaud	heads	a	vigorous	research	unit	at	the	Shriner’s	Hospital	with	long	
standing	ties	to	our	department,	and	was	last	year	appointed	director	of	research	at	the	Shriners.	We	were	successful	
in	 recruiting	 Dr.	 Claudia	 Kleinman,	 an	 expert	 in	 bioinformatics,	 to	 the	 research	 group	 at	 the	 LDI.	 Claudia	 is	 an	
exceptional	scientist	who	will	greatly	strengthen	this	program,	especially	contributing	to	ongoing	studies	of	cancer	
genomes	that	are	funded	by	large	Genome	grants.	Professor	Nada	Jabado	and	I	co‐chair	the	Medical	Genetics	and	
Genomics	Axis	of	the	MUHC	Research	Institute.	This	axis	came	out	on	top	of	the	most	recent	review	of	the	MUHC‐RI	
by	the	FRQS.	It	uses	its	limited	funds	to	support	principally	the	academic	activities	of	the	graduate	students	in	the	
department,	most	notably	their	research	days.		
	
The	Department	of	Human	Genetics	has	an	excellent	administrative	staff,	a	vibrant	webpage,	and	an	excellent	weekly	
newsletter.	At	present,	Kandace	Springer	is	the	Administrator	of	the	Department,	Ross	MacKay	is	the	Coordinator	of	
Graduate	Studies	and	Rimi	Joshi	is	an	assistant	to	the	student	affairs	coordinator.	Jennifer	Fitzpatrick	heads	our	MSc	
program	in	Genetic	Counseling.	Our	weekly	newsletters	and	an	updated	website	have	contributed	greatly	 to	 the	
visibility	of	departmental	academic	and	social	events.	The	philosophy	of	the	administration	of	the	Department	of	



Human	Genetics	is	to	always	look	out	for	the	welfare	of	faculty	and	students.		Because	of	the	spread	of	faculty	with	
many	demands	on	many	sites,	the	administration	is	constantly	challenged	to	serve	a	large	and	diverse	community.	
	
When	I	took	over	as	chair	I	identified	one	issue	that	needed	to	be	addressed	immediately.	Some	of	our	junior	faculty	
members	were	in	desperate	need	of	an	assigned	mentor	for	advice	on	teaching,	grant	writing	and	preparation	for	
eventual	applications	for	consideration	for	tenure.	This	was	easy	to	solve,	and	now	all	have	assigned	mentors.	Some	
of	 these	 faculty	members	 needed	 new	 teaching	 opportunities,	 and	we	 are	 now	developing	 an	 extremely	 strong	
graduate	course	offering	in	statistical/epidemiological/population	genetics	and	bioinformatics.	Dr.	Simon	Gravel,	a	
brilliant	recent	recruit,	who	received	a	Sloan	Fellowship,	introduced	an	updated	and	modern	course	in	Population	
Genetics,	a	course	that	had	been	moribund	for	years.		Dr.	Guillaume	Bourque	is	in	the	process	of	developing	a	new	
graduate	course	in	statistical	genetics	and	bioinformatics.	Dr.	Ioannis	Ragoussis	has	solidified	outside	support	for	a	
hands‐on	course	in	next	generation	sequencing,	unique	in	Canada,	which	has	been	a	huge	success	and	is	always	over‐
subscribed.	 In	 my	 view	 these	 developments	 are	 essential	 if	 we	 are	 to	 remain	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 new	 genetic	
technologies	and	retain	the	ability	to	attract	the	best	graduate	students.		
		
The	 academic	 department	 needs	 a	 focus	 for	 academic	 activities,	 apart	 from	 the	 research	days	 organized	by	 the	
graduate	students.	Many	other	basic	departments	in	the	Faculty	of	Medicine	have	weekly	seminars	and	attendance	
is	made	compulsory	for	graduate	students.	The	geographical	challenges	that	we	face	make	this	almost	impossible	as	
attendance	would	require	travel	across	the	city	for	many,	and	therefore	the	loss	of	almost	half	a	day,	 in	order	to	
attend,	no	matter	where	we	hold	the	seminar.		I	have	struggled	with	how	to	deal	with	this	and	have	decided	that	a	
limited	number	of	formal	seminars	(monthly)	to	which	we	invite	high	profile	international	scientists	might	be	the	
best	solution.		In	2015‐16	we	will	have	a	formal	seminar	series,	show	casing	accomplished	geneticists	at	the	forefront	
of	 the	 field	 from	 around	 the	world.	 This	will	 be	 integrated	with	 the	 Distinguished	 Geneticist	 lecture	 series	 co‐
coordinated	by	Dr.	Mark	Lathrop	and	Dr.	Rod	McInnes.		
	
There	is	a	major	need	for	the	recruitment	of	clinically	trained	medical	geneticists	at	the	McGill	teaching	hospitals.	
The	 responsibility	 for	 these	 recruitments	 lies	 with	 the	 hospital	 chiefs,	 but	 it	 is	 essential	 that	 the	 hospital	 and	
university	departments	work	together	to	ensure	that	both	the	clinical	and	academic	needs	are	met.	We	particularly	
want	to	encourage	the	recruitment	of	clinician‐scientists.		
	
A	major	challenge	for	the	Department	is	the	recruitment	of	a	clinical	co‐chair	to	coordinate	the	efforts	of	the	academic	
department	with	the	head	(or	heads)	of	Medical	Genetics	at	the	MUHC	and	the	JGH.	Dr.	Guy	Rouleau	is	the	interim	
head	of	Medical	Genetics	at	the	MUHC	and	is	re‐building	this	department	to	make	it	functional	and	attractive	for	a	
mid‐career	clinician‐scientist	to	take	over	as	a	permanent	head.	This	would	make	it	easier	to	create	a	unified	vision	
for	genetic	education,	research	and	clinical	services	across	the	McGill	system.		
	
The	 Department	 of	 Human	 Genetics	 had	 previously	 set	 out	 strategic	 research	 priorities	 (Human	 Genetics	 and	
Genomics,	Hereditary	Cancer,	Animal	Models	and	Developmental	Biology)	for	the	years	2012‐2017	and	I	think	that	
it	will	be	of	interest	to	re‐examine	these	priorities	in	light	of	the	strategic	research	document	that	has	been	released	
by	the	Faculty	of	Medicine	this	spring,	and	this	we	will	do	at	a	retreat	which	we	will	organize	in	2016.			

Finally,	I	would	like	to	highlight	a	few	of	the	most	important	accomplishments	of	members	of	the	Department	in	
2014;	Simon	Gravel	received	the	very	prestigious	Sloan	Fellowship,	Bartha	Knoppers	was	inducted	in	the	Academy	
of	Great	Montrealers,	Constantin	Polychronakos	was	elected	fellow	of	the	RSC,	and	Nada	Jabado	received	the	Atena	
Prize	for	excellence	in	Neurosciences.	The	publication	that	probably	made	the	biggest	splash	was	a	real	tour	de	force	
study	by	Claudia	Kleinman,	Jacek	Majewski,	Nada	Jabado	and	their	students	in	which	they	reported	a	fusion	between	
a	 protein‐coding	 gene	 and	 a	microRNA	 cluster	 as	 the	 genetic	 element	 responsible	 for	 a	 class	 of	 pediatric	 brain	
tumours,	published	in	Nature	Genetics.		
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