Dentist's drill: 10% to charity

By Melissa Evans, Staff Writer






The dismal state of the economy, along with two deaths in the family within weeks of each other, got Dr. Gary Lam thinking. "With all the hardship going on, we really need an up-shot of spirit," the Torrance dentist said. "Life is really short." 

The energetic doctor, who has owned his practice on Crenshaw Boulevard for five years, penned a letter to his 400 patients. He told them he would donate 10 percent of their co-pays to charity, or they could keep 10 percent of their payments and donate the money to a charity of their choice. "Most people were very excited and supportive," he said. Lam has raised $6,000 since he began collecting the money in January, and plans to donate it to local charities. Half will go to the 1736 Family Crisis Center in the South Bay, and he will split the rest between a bike race that benefits children with disabilities and the Multiple Sclerosis Society.

For those in the social services sector, the money couldn't have come at a better time. "We're having to do more and more with less money," said Tobi Quintiliani, director of special programs for the domestic violence shelter. "Most of our funding was cut by at least 10 percent this year." About 85 percent of the shelter's budget comes from government contracts. With the state's ongoing fiscal problems and a prolonged budget process this year, things are tight, Quintiliani said. The 1736 center runs four domestic violence shelters and a teen shelter in Hermosa Beach, and offers many services for abused women and children. It's not often, she said, that someone walks in the door with a $3,000 check. 

Lam, 35, owns Star Dental, a small practice decorated with sports memorabilia and equipped with televisions and computers for clients. He learned of the needs through a friend involved in the Beach Cities Bicycle Club. He was moved to act on the request after the death of his grandmother and aunt about a year ago. He hopes others will do the same. 

"What I really wanted to do was create a spirit, and create awareness, that in troubled times we need to help other people," he said. "Sometimes our first intuitive thought is to keep everything to ourselves, but then it just gets worse."

