A New Pediatncs Chair
ThomasWelch Ml

There was a sense of homecoming in
last summer’s arrival of Thomas R.
Welch MD, the new chair of
Upstate’s Department of Pediatrics. Dr.
Welch was raised in nearby Herkimer and
was a clinical instructor for Upstate when
he practiced pediatrics there in the late
1970s. He also completed a fellowship in
pediatric nephrology at Upstate in the early
1980s.

But it was opportunity more than history
that convinced Dr. Welch, the former
director of nephrology and hypertension at
the Children’s Hospital Medical Center of
Cincinnati, to return to Syracuse. '

“I saw this as a tremendous opportunity

to lead a prestigious pediatrics
department and 40 excellent physicians,” he
explains. “This is an

historically strong group,
widely known for its child
health advocacy and its
excellence in training
general pediatricians.”

“We were very
fortunate to attract Dr.
Welch to Syracuse,” says
Upstate President Gregory L. Eastwood
MD. “We expect him to lead this program
toward national prominence.”

High on Dr. Welch’s Upstate agenda is
creation of a comprehensive children’s
health center, anchored by a 50-bed addition

- to University Hospital. Dr. Welch's previous

!

appointment, at Children's Hospital
Medical Center of Cincinnati, means that he
has arrived at Upstate with experience as a
leader at one of the nation’s largest
children's hospitals, one that is currently
ranked as 10th best by U.S. News and
World Report.

Another priority is focused clinical
growth in such areas as endocrinology,
nephrology and child development. Dr.
Welch believes a fortified division of child
development is a particular necessity and

' has already recruited Nancy Roizen MD

from the University of Chicago and Nienke

. Dosa MD, a former Upstate resident, from

the University of Rochester. “They will form
the nucleus of a division which will very
quickly be regarded as one of the best child
development programs in the United

States,” Dr. Welch predicts. “There is an
enormous need for the care of children with
chronic conditions like autism, cerebral
palsy and Downs syndrome. Our specialists
could address their global development
issues, while their own physicians continue
to provide their more routine medical care.”

Dr. Welch also intends to expand his
own area of specialization — pediatric
nephrology. “This is a very satisfying area in
which to practice,” he reports. “Children
can get horrendous diseases and yet be cured
very, very well. The field has evolved to the
point where children spend much less time
in the hospital. The drugs are very good.
Understanding genetics has brought major
advances. We are less concerned today
about if these children will live and more
concerned about the quality of their lives.”

“We expect him to lead this program
toward national prominence.”

—Gregory Eastwood MD
Upstate President

Dr. Welch’s research - into
glomerulonephritis, nephrotic syndrome
and metabolic bone disorders — has been
funded by the National Institutes of Health,
American Lupus Society and March of
Dimes. He has published more than 70
articles in such prestigious publications as
the Journal of Pediatrics, Journal of Clinical
Investigation and New England Journal of
Medicine.

The quality of children’s lives is a
consuming issue for Dr. Welch. “It is fair to
say I am a very vocal child advocate,” he
says. “I intend to be very visible in the
Central New York community. I believe that
I should be, in anything relevant to
pediatrics.”

Michael Roizen MD, dean of medicine
and vice president for biomedical sciences at
Upstate, believes “Dr. Welch will serve as a
formidable advocate for consolidation of
current resources to better serve our
community and will help make excellence in
children’s health care one of our area’s
greatest assets.”

Susan Kahn
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.a. The “AdironDoc”
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r. Thomas Welch rarely watches
Dtelevision. He is too busy moun-

tain climbing, marathon running,
canoeing, scuba diving, back country
expeditioning, working as a professional
wilderness guide, leading ropes courses and
writing about wilderness medicine - in

addition to consulting with the Boy Scouts
of America and Outward Bound programs.

What motivates a man — who also
practices pediatric nephrology, chairs
Upstate’s Department of Pediatrics,
conducts biomedical research and
relentlessly advocates for children’s health
issues — to pack every spare minute with
these strenuous pursuits?

“Measure the time spent in front of a
television...and then cut that time in half.
It is the single most effective way to
increase your activity level.”

“Life is precious,” Dr. Welch believes.
“It shouldn’t be filled with meaningless
stuff. I try to organize my days carefully so
I use every minute wisely. I virtually never
watch television.

“My absolute favorite activity is real
back country expeditioning, where one is
away from civilization for an extended
period of time,” says Dr. Welch, known to
readers of Adirondac magazine as the
author of the “AdironDoc” column. “In
addition to testing your survival skills,
wilderness travel separates you from the
outside world, which can be very cleansing.
Both running and back country camping
afford time for solitude and reflection, both

of which are cornerstones of good mental
health.”

Dr. Welch’s outdoor pursuits amplify his
core conviction that healthy living is an
antidote to most of today’s health problems.

“Major diseases such as heart disease
and diabetes are lifestyle diseases,” reports
Dr. Welch, who has been a vegetarian for
the past 25 years. “I am a firm believer that
diet, exercise and lifestyle are vastly more
important than anything else affecting a
person’s health.”

Certified by the Wilderness Education
Association, Dr. Welch likes to lead youth
groups on outdoor expeditions. Before he
assumed his Upstate pediatrics post Aug. 1,
he led a group of teenagers on a wilderness
skills course in Denali Park, Alaska. “These
trips give me an opportunity to set an
example of healthy, ethical living for young
people,” he explains. “We get back to basics
on these treks, making meals from flour,
yeast, cornmeal and couscous. The kids get
quite adept at cooking their own meals.”

Dr. Welch began backpacking in the
Adirondacks at age 13 and remains under
the spell of those rugged mountains. “The
Adirondacks are one of the few areas east of
the Rockies with real opportunities for
extended travel in
true wilderness,” he
explains. “Their
relatively moist
climate also
supports a more
diverse and interesting
flora than you will
find in the Rockies.”

Both of Dr. Welch’s children have
become runners and outdoor enthusiasts.
“Our daughter, Beth, is a big-time scuba
diver, so we share this interest,” he reports.
“Our son, Tim, is an accomplished
outdoorsman in his own right. As an
undergraduate at Cornell, he was an
outdoor education instructor. He is now a
medical student and is interested in
wilderness medicine.

“On the other hand, my wife (Carolyn
“Chris” Welch) and I have taken only one
camping trip together in nearly 30 years
of marriage. It was a compromise
involving some camping and some
hotelling. We both hated the trip and now
have a working agreement: I get to go on
my outdoor trips now and then as long as
we go on civilized vacations together.”

For those interested in taking small steps
toward healthier lifestyles, Dr. Welch makes
the following suggestion: “Measure the time
spent in front of a television, computer and
video games and then cut that time in half.
It is the single most effective way to increase
your activity level.”

-Denise Owen Harrigan

}2001'-2002

SUNY UPSTATE MEDICAL UNIVERSITY OUTLOOK

15



