Issue No. 29 (August 2010)
Health@Heart        
Philip S. Chua, MD, FACS, FPCS
News on Breast Cancer
Walking Can Increase Survival

In the United States alone, about 216,000 women will come down with cancer of the breast annually. About 65%-80% of all breast cancer are invasive ductal carcinoma, which can spread from the milk ducts to throughout the breast and other parts of the body. Statistically, one in seven women will develop one form of cancer of the breast in their lifetime.

“Walking just three to five hours a week at an average pace could cut breast cancer survivors' chances of dying from the disease in half,” reports a study on 2,987 registered nurses who were diagnosed to have breast cancer from 1984 to 1998 in the ongoing Nurses Health Study.
Earlier studies published in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed that “exercise lowered breast cancer risk in healthy women and an improved quality of life among breast cancer survivors.” 

According to the American Cancer Society, “about 90% of women who are diagnosed with breast cancer live at least five years after their diagnosis, regardless of whether they exercise.”
The new findings revealed that “women who walked for at least 3 hours each week were 37% less likely to die of the disease and 50% as likely to die than those who walked less than 3 hours a week.” Advanced breast cancer patients and those whose tumors had estrogen and progesterone receptors were benefited even more.
The researchers theorize that exercise might cut the risk of dying from breast cancer “because it lowers blood levels of hormones linked to the disease, as other studies have shown.” 
“Exercise is a reasonable part of breast cancer treatment…the benefits of this level of physical activity go way beyond breast cancer,” says Michael Thune of the cancer society.

Melinda Irwin, epidemiologist at Yale suggests the establishment of exercise programs for cancer survivors much like cardiac rehab program for heart attack survivors.  The lead author in the study is Michelle Holmes, M. D., Associate Professor of Medicine at Harvard.

What causes breast cancer?

No one single cause or factor has been decisively implicated as the etiology of breast cancer. However, the following are some factors or conditions that have been 

associated with increased risk of developing cancer of the breast: smoking, radiation exposure before the age of 30, early menarche (first menstrual period), late first pregnancy, late menopause, obesity in menopausal women, high fat diet and alcohol. Prolonged (more than 4 years) use of oral contraceptive before the first pregnancy, and estrogen replacement therapy longer than 10 to 20 years “may increase the risk.” Smoking is, indeed, a major factor.

Drugs Prevent Breast Cancer Recurrence

“The risk of dying from breast cancer has been falling rapidly for the past 15 years mainly because the drugs used to treat the disease have been effective at stopping the cancer from returning, according to a major new analysis, reported by the Associated Press. 

The news further stated that “although surgery and radiation therapy can seem to wipe out the disease in early-stage breast cancer, undetected cancer cells can remain and unleash a life-threatening recurrence years later.” The appropriate chemotherapeutic agents used to prevent recurrence of cancer can improve survival rates five years after detection and the effect could last at least ten years.
In a review conducted by researchers at Oxford University in England on 194 independent studies involving 145,000 women with early stage breast cancer treated with drugs (that were experimental in the 1980s) showed that the “benefits of these agents were remarkably persistent 15 years after the diagnosis.”

The risk of death within 15 years was cut in half among patients who were on combined regimen of chemotherapy and hormonal therapy, reducing the chance of dying from 20% to 10%. About 1.15 million new cases of breast cancer are diagnosed every year worldwide.
The superior drugs of today have dramatically reduced the deaths from breast cancer by 25% in some groups in Britain and in the United States, concludes the Associated Press report.
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