
Associate Professor Amir Zarrabi:

“The medical students now get more focused urology 
training. This will hopefully help us produce GPs with 
more knowledge of urology, who can then give better 
service to their patients on a primary care level.”
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BUSINESSMAN, community benefactor and 
Otago alumnus, Mr Trevor Scott, donated a million 
dollars to the University in 2007 to endow the 
chair – as part of the University’s Leading Thinkers 
Initiative – occasioned by him being diagnosed 
with bladder cancer the previous year. 

The global shortage of specialist urologists 
– particularly those interested in research and 
teaching in addition to performing surgery – led 
to a long, frustrating international search, which 
has finally ended with the arrival of Associate 
Professor Amir Zarrabi from South Africa.

He says that the role appealed to him because 
he had recently completed his PhD – on male 
infertility microsurgery – and wanted to continue 
balancing academic and clinical work, while 

Urology chair 
benefits students 
and patients
T H E  A PP OI N TM E N T  OF  a 
specialist urologist to take up the 
T.D. Scott Chair in Urology at the 
University of Otago is having a 
major impact on urology research, 
teaching and treatment.
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he and his wife and three young children were 
attracted to the lifestyle in New Zealand.

He splits his time between researching and 
teaching at the Dunedin School of Medicine, and 
clinical consultancy for the Southern District 
Health Board, based at Dunedin Hospital.

His appointment as the first academic urologist 
at Otago has already resulted in several major 
research projects getting underway.

One is focusing on why New Zealand men, along 
with those in Australia, have the second-highest 
incidence of prostate cancer in the world.

“There has been a small amount of research 
looking at factors such as diet and socio-
geographical differences, but my research is about 
identifying any genetic predispositions in New 
Zealand men,” Zarrabi says.

Other projects include research on male 
infertility in New Zealand. “We know that male 
infertility worldwide is increasing rapidly: sperm 
counts have basically halved over the past 50 
years.”

The presence of an academic urologist has also 
impacted on teaching in the School of Medicine.

“The medical students now get more focused 
urology training. This will hopefully help us 
produce GPs with more knowledge of urology, who 

“I had always hoped that 
this chair would enhance 
research and teaching 
around men’s problems, 
developing a greater 
awareness of these 
issues, so I am delighted 
to see the progress that 
Associate Professor 
Zarrabi is making.”
Mr Trevor Scott
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can then give better service to their patients on a 
primary care level.”

Zarrabi talks of the ripple effect of donations 
such as the T.D. Scott endowment, in this case on 
public urology services, which were previously 
plagued by complaints of delays in treatment due 
to understaffing and inefficiency.

He joined a team of three urologists at Dunedin 
Hospital, along with a newly-recruited medical 
officer, and the “extra pair of hands” and “better 
synergy” has dramatically reduced the number of 
patients on waiting lists.

A recent accreditation report commented that: 
“Dunedin urology has gone from being the worst 
underperforming service in the country to possibly 
the best.”

The appointment also means that there is 
now a specialist urologist outside of Auckland 
undertaking microsurgical procedures and more 
complicated surgery to treat male infertility.

Associate Professor Zarrabi nonchalantly 
lists under his research interests “penis 
transplantation”, but omits to mention that he was 
a member of the surgical team in South Africa in 
2014 that performed the world’s first successful 
penis transplant (the patient had lost his penis in a 
botched traditional circumcision ceremony). They 

then carried out the third transplant, after the 
second was performed in the United States.

Penis transplantation is not available in 
New Zealand, but Zarrabi has plenty of other 
opportunities to continue to fulfil his childhood 
dream of being a surgeon, while contributing to 
urology research and teaching at the University, 
thanks to Mr Scott and his generous gift.

Mr Scott, whose cancer is now in remission, 
says he is very pleased to support this vital area of 
medical research.

“I have had a long involvement with the University 
of Otago. I am an Otago alumnus, have been a 
member of the University Council and have chaired 
the University’s Commercial Activity Board. 

“Being able to continue to support the University 
in this way is very important to me. I had always 
hoped that this chair would enhance research and 
teaching around men’s problems, developing a 
greater awareness of these issues, so I am delighted 
to see the progress that Associate Professor Zarrabi 
is making.

“My wife and I wish to continue to financially 
contribute in a number of ways to future medical 
research in this area.”
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