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Advancing Against Cancer
Cancer has unique connotations among the chronic diseases that most burden our society and most threaten our personal hopes for “golden years.”  Diabetes is more prevalent.  Heart disease is, overall, more lethal.  But cancer is singularly scary.
I don’t know that there is a particular survey or study on which to base this contention, but I have it on the good authority of my innumerable patients and audiences over the years.  The very word “cancer” seems to imply an unpredictable, unpreventable, stealthy menace.  It scares us not just because it can kill- all of the major chronic diseases can- but because it makes us feel helpless, and defenseless.

This, however, has never been true and is less so all the time.

Everyone knows that lung cancer is overwhelmingly, although not exclusively, a disease induced by smoking.  Fully 95% of all lung cancer- the most lethal of all malignancies in our population- is directly attributable to tobacco.  Were tobacco to go away, for all intents and purposes so would the cancer that kills more of us than any other.  That, already, is a long way from defenseless.

 There have long been estimates, based on reviews of relevant literature by epidemiologists, indicating that lifestyle factors, such as eating well and being active, safe sex and prudent sun exposure, could combine to prevent from 30% to as much as 60% of all cancers.  Such estimates have been revisited many times, and are embraced and espoused by the American Cancer Society.

The ACS itself has conducted a long-term observational study of nearly one million people over a span of decades, which has generated a number of important and illuminating publications.  Among these are studies showing that measures of body weight, notably the body mass index (BMI), correlate with the risk of almost all cancers.  Many of the most common and worrisome cancers- breast, prostate, colon, pancreas, etc.- are strongly associated with obesity.  Weight control is not easy, but it is possible, and it does prevent cancer.

The power of lifestyle over cancer risk was demonstrated again only several months ago with a publication in the Archives of Internal Medicine by a group of CDC scientists.  This group showed that doing just four things right- not smoking, eating fruits and vegetables habitually, being moderately active, and controlling weight- reduced the risk of any major chronic disease, with cancer right there on the list, by roughly 80%.  That is a long way from defenseless. 

The notion that cancer is a menace lurking in our genes has also been confronted.  A 2008 study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences studied outcomes in 30 men with prostate cancer switched from a typical American lifestyle to an optimally healthful one.  The intervention, which included fine-tuned eating, physical activity, adequate rest, stress management and so on- dialed down roughly 500 genes that can promote prostate cancer growth, and dialed up the action of roughly 50 genes that can contain it.  Lifestyle interventions, in other words, can reach all the way to our genes to help refashion our fate.
Now come two new studies that suggest exciting new opportunities in cancer control.  One, published in the New England Journal of Medicine by a research group in the Netherlands, has shown that a vaccine can be used effectively to treat cancer.  Women with early stage vulvar cancer caused by the HPV virus received a vaccine made from the same virus- and the majority were apparently cured or substantially improved.  Those familiar with the Gardasil vaccine know that vaccines might help prevent cervical cancer, but a vaccine to treat cancer is something new- and opens a door to a whole new realm of medical possibilities.

The other study, just published Breast Cancer Research by a group of Israeli scientists, was an example of research serendipity.  Investigating a drug developed to help preserve nerve cells as a component of stroke treatment, the team stumbled on the finding that the compound can stop cancer cells from dividing- and then kill them- while sparing healthy cells.  This is early research, limited to animals thus far, but shows exciting promise.  
As these recent studies show, we are advancing against cancer all the time.   The leading edge of biomedical discovery cuts ever closer to the dark heart of this scourge.

But we are far from defenseless right now.  Cancer can be effectively treated much of the time.  Recommended screening tests can help find it early, increasing the rate of cure.  Lifestyle choices have almost as much to say about cancer occurrence and progression as they do about heart disease or diabetes.  

Cancer is, like other chronic disease, is substantially predictable and preventable.  It is not the stealthy menace we have made it out to be.

So be forceful, rather than fearful.  Cheer the new discoveries, but don’t wait for them.  Use the knowledge we already have to take charge of your health, and defend yourself and your family from cancer.  You are far from defenseless.

But your self-defense is not perfect, either.  You can do everything right and reduce cancer risk, but not eliminate it all together.  Cancer will at times evade even our best defenses.  So take heart that you are not alone.  Medical discovery is the cavalry, and it’s coming up fast.
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