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W hen Dr. Daniel a. okun, Kenan Distinguished Univer-
sity Professor emeritus of environmental engineering, 

retired from the UNC School of Public Health in 1982, the 
department he chaired for almost two decades was several 
times bigger than the one he joined in the 1950s. Under okun’s 
leadership, the Department of environmental Sciences and en-
gineering’s narrow focus on a program in sanitary engineering 
had expanded to a comprehensive, interdisciplinary environ-
mental sciences and engineering program — now ranked among 
the country’s top 10, according to U.S. News & World report.

even in retirement, okun continues to add value to UNC. 
“Dan has a history of giving to the university,” says Dr. michael 
D. aitken, chair of the Department of environmental Sciences 
and engineering. “He’s been a consistent donor to our depart-
ment for many years.”

okun’s contributions have funded a range of development 
efforts, from student scholarships to the construction of build-
ings and facilities. this year, okun gave a gift to the Depart-
ment of environmental Sciences and engineering to name the 
department chair’s suite in rosenau Hall.

“the opportunity to directly associate the suite with okun is 
a significant honor for the department,” aitken says.

okun has been recognized by virtually every professional 
organization in his field for excellence as an engineer, scholar, 
teacher and public servant. His 50-year career advocating the 
protection of drinking water resources, use of appropriate 
water technology infrastructures in developing countries, and 
responsible water supply planning has brought untold prestige 
to the School.

“We are grateful to Dan first for his leadership, and second 
for his generosity,” says aitken. “He helped put the Department 
of environmental Sciences and engineering on the map.”

– By margarita De Pano
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Former student endows 
School with scholarship 

       for the 
physically challenged

Dr. Nguyen v. Dat still remembers when, as a student 
working toward his Ph.D. in biostatistics at the Uni-

versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the late 1970s, 
he had flown into atlanta, Ga., for a conference sponsored 
by the american Statistical association.

Dat and a few other graduate students from his depart-
ment had picked up their luggage and were discussing the 
best way to reach their hotel. Someone suggested taking 
the train, which would drop them off a mere couple of 
blocks from where they were staying. most found the idea 
appealing, but Dat took a cab instead.

Dat, now vice president for clinical research at abraxis 
BioScience, inc., a global company that develops, manu-
factures and markets a broad portfolio of pharmaceutical 
products, contracted polio as a child. the disease left his 

right leg paralyzed. there was no way he could have carried his luggage and walked two 
blocks at the same time.

“i paid $30 for a taxi, instead of just $1 for the train,” recalls Dat. “i’ve gone through 
this a million times, and i know how it feels — a student who is physically challenged usu-
ally spends more money for what he needs than a student who is not.”

to raise awareness for the needs of physically challenged students and to give a little 
something back to the school that financed his entire doctoral education, Dat made a gift 
to the School of Public Health to endow an annual scholarship for a graduate student in 
the Department of Biostatistics. the Nguyen v. Dat endowed Scholarship gives preference 
to physically challenged students. in any given year, if no physically challenged student 
qualifies, it may be awarded to someone else.

“i’ve wanted to do this for a long time,” says Dat. “i feel it’s the best thing i can do to in-
spire other schools to do the same thing. i think using Carolina as an example is good since 
it has one of the best schools of public health in the country. if nothing else, i’m hoping to 
inspire people to contribute to the scholarship so it can help more people like me.”

Prior to making a scholarship gift to the School, Dat had been making contributions to 
the Department of Biostatistics every year. He is a longtime part of the School of Public 
Health’s Honor roll of Donors.

– By margarita De Pano
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