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By: Vicky Fawkes

When John-
ny Ga-
hir, an 
energetic 

young father of two from 
Surrey, began having 
chest pains after leaving 
the gym, he was reluc-
tant to believe it was a 
heart attack.  After all, 
thought Johnny, I’m a 
pretty fit guy; I’m young 
and active.  There must 
be some mistake.  But 
there was no mistak-
ing his condition when 
a cardiology stress test 
at his local hospital re-
vealed a shadow on the 
front of his heart and 
the need for a referral to 
Royal Columbian Hos-
pital’s cardiac team.  
At RCH, Johnny re-

ceived an angioplasty that 
showed he had an 80 per-
cent blockage to his main 
artery, and so a stent was 
inserted to restore blood 
flow.  However, the fol-
lowing Valentine’s Day, 
Johnny’s heart suffered 
another blockage in the 
same spot, forcing him 
to receive another an-
giogram and angioplasty 
at RCH.  Life returned 
to normal until January 
2012, when Johnny ex-
perienced another heart 
attack. As his heart con-
dition was proving to be 
resistant to treatment 
with stents, RCH Car-
diac Surgeon Dr. Daniel 
Wong opted to perform 
open-heart double by-
pass surgery on Johnny.  
“I had an arterial bypass. 
Everything worked out 
awesome, and thankfully 
it’s been good since then,” 
says Johnny.
Today, Johnny is in 

good health and appreci-
ates RCH for giving him 
his life back.  “The staff, 
surgeons, and cardiolo-
gists were all so good. I 
was kept in the loop the 
whole time about what 
was happening and what 
I should expect, so the 
education was there,” 
says Johnny.  “Post-op-
erative care was great as 
well. The nursing staff is 
so positive and explains 
what’s happening to you 
as best as they can.  It re-
ally was the best of a bad 
situation,” he adds.
While Johnny’s story 

seems like a rare occur-

rence, cardiovascular dis-
ease in the South Asian 
population is the most 
common cause of pre-
mature death, and could 
occur up to a staggering 
four times more often 
than within the general 
Canadian population.  
South Asians, more than 
any other ethnic group, 
are at risk of dying from 
a heart attack at an early 
age.  Most startling, this 
statistic holds true even 
when South Asians ap-
pear to be at a healthy 
weight.
Dr. Idan Khan, a RCH 

Trauma Physician, has 
had the dual experience 
of being both a doctor 
and a patient at RCH.  In 
January 2013, Dr. Khan 
suffered a heart attack 
after playing a game of 
squash and immediately 
had to be taken to RCH, 
where doctors and staff 
performed life-saving 
medical care.  “I have 
experienced the cardiac 
system at Royal Colum-
bian Hospital.  I got to 
see the doctor-patient 
experience from the oth-
er side,” says Khan, who 
is now in good health 
and enjoying life.
After his recovery, Dr. 

Khan had a new appreci-
ation for the staff at RCH.  
“It was great care, every-
one was top-notch.  There 
are multiple doctors and 
medical students, as well 
as residents managing 
your care.  I like to think 
we still have that com-
munity feeling, with the 
resources of a complex, 
advanced care, provincial 
hospital,” says Dr. Khan.
The high prevalence 

of chronic diseases 
amongst the South Asian 
population has sparked a 
fierce commitment and 
interest to lower the bur-
den of these diseases on 
members of the com-
munity, according to Dr. 
Arun Garg. Dr. Garg is 
Fraser Health’s Program 
Medical Director for Lab, 
Medicine and Pathology 
and the Medical Direc-
tor for the South Asian 
Health Institute. He has 
worked in the medical 
field for more 40 years 
and founded the Canada 
India Network Society 
to enhance the strong 
academic and economic 
links between Canada 

and India.  The commu-
nity-motivated organiza-
tion focuses on the high 
incidence of cardiovas-
cular disease affecting 
the South Asian popu-
lation, and how people 
can take charge of their 
own cardiac health.  Dr. 
Garg notes that the exact 
causes for the prevalence 
of South Asian heart 
disease are largely unex-
plained, which results in 
a lack of knowledge on 
how to prevent it.
“We don’t know the ex-

act causes, which is one 
of the reasons there is 
so much interest.  Dia-
betes could be part of 
the reason, as a result of 
increased glucose.  Dia-
betes leads to a higher 
preponderance for other 
disorders, such as heart 
disease, coronary dis-
ease, renal disease, and 
hypertension,” says Dr. 
Garg.  “I think some of 
it is related to genetics, 
but the majority of it is 
related to what we call 
environment or lifestyle 
factors,” he adds.
Dr. Garg stresses that 

heart disease awareness 
and life-saving informa-
tion specific to the South 
Asian population is lim-
ited.  “We know there is 
a problem, but we can’t 
say why,” notes Dr. Garg.  
“However, as soon as 

someone does suffer a 
heart attack, they and 
their family become very 
concerned and involved. 
I would say that gener-
ally speaking, there is a 
lack of awareness until 
after the fact,” he adds.
Dr. Garg, who has 

worked at RCH since 
1970, notes the unique 
benefit Royal Columbi-
an has had on the South 
Asian community, “It has 
one of the most sophisti-
cated cardiac centres and 
trauma centres for the 
South Asian population. 
We are making tremen-
dous effort to provide 
a culturally sensitive, 
multi-disciplinary, and 
focused approach to all 
of our patients as soon as 
they come through our 
doors.”

For further information 
or to donate to the Roy-
al Columbian Hospital 
Foundation please visit 
rchcares.com or call 604 
520 4438

Centre of excellence

Royal Columbian Hos-
pital is a Fraser Health 
provincial centre and 
regional referral hospi-
tal providing specialized 
care for trauma, cardiac 
services, neurosciences, 
mental health and sub-

stance abuse, high risk 
maternity and neonatal 
intensive care for 1.6 mil-
lion seriously ill and in-
jured people from across 
the province. RCH is also 
a UBC teaching hospital 
with a Clinical Academ-
ic Campus.

Raising Funds

Royal Columbian Hos-
pital Foundation (RCHF) 

is a provincial and re-
gional independent char-
itable foundation that 
raises millions of dollars 
annually to help fund pri-
ority equipment needs, 
facility enhancements, 
research, education and 
innovation at RCH. For 
more information about 
Royal Columbian Hos-
pital Foundation, visit  
rchcares.com or contact 
us on 604 520 4438.
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Community

Cardiac care with a heart
Care at Royal Columbian Hospital puts patients first

Johnny Gahir enjoying time with his daughter. Gahir was  
admitted to RCH for open-heart surgery in 2012 at the age of 37.

Dr Idan Khan, RCH Trauma Physician and cardiac patient at RCH. 
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Vancouver Rape Relief & Women’s Shelter

www.rapereliefshelter.bc.ca

WOMEN
VOLUNTEERS

needed for our 24 Hour
Rape Crisis Line and Transition

House for battered women


