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BREAST
ASSURED?

They’re a symbol

of femininity, an
object of love and
lust, intrigue and
interest, the first
connection between
a mother and

child. And so when
something as deadly
as cancer strikes the
breast, it can leave
both physical and
emotional scars. A
report on the deadly
disease and why
information is the
only way to battle it.
By Pallavi Shankar and

Palak Malik

apna Puri, 36,

homemaker; Ruchi Goyal,

38, entrepreneur; Seema

Kapil, 39, jewellery

designer. All leading

healthy and happy lives,
but with one common past. They were
all struck by breast cancer in their 30s.
Seema was diagnosed at the age of 31,
Sapna at 34 and Ruchi at 36.

Doctors say that incidence of breast
cancer among Indian women shows two
peaks, once in the 30s and then in the
60s, unlike in the West where 60s are
known to be the age that show a peak in
the number of cases.

It's not a reason to panic, but definitely
a wake-up call for women who take great
care of how their breasts look, but rarely
stop to ask how they're feeling. “Breast
care and awareness of cancer should
be spread urgently and aggressively in
the country. Aithough we need more
conclusive studies to prove this, Indian
women seem to be genetically pre-
disposed to developing breast cancer.
There are lifestyle and environmental
factors that also have a role to play, says
Dr Chintamani, senior surgical oncologist
and professor of surgery at Delhi's
Safdarjung Hospital.

The World Health Organisation predicts
that by 2020, India will be on par with
the US and Europe in the prevalence
of breast cancer, that is one in seven

women will suffer from the disease.
“Current statistics in India show that one
out of 50 women are affected by breast
cancer in the age-group of 30-70," says
Dr Amit Bhargava, consultant oncologjst,
Max Healthcare, Delhi.

Why is this happening? Doctors
recount various causes, but one
peculiar to breast cancer is that a
woman's chances of developing the
cancer increase if the breasts have not
been utilised to perform their primary
function - breast-feeding. Dr Umberto
Veronesi of Italy, considered the father
of modern breast-cancer surgery and
the founder of breast-conserving surgery,
while addressing the Indian Breast
Cancer Initiative 2008 earlier this
year, commented that the increasingly
‘Western’ lifestyle among Indian women
was a major factor for the growth in the
number of cases. By this he meant that
more Indian women were now opting for
late marriage and even later pregnancies
(post 30s), one of the known causes
for breast cancer. According to him,
“childbirth and breast-feeding keeps the
hormones flowing and breasts remain
healthy, the absence of which is related
to a lot of women in the 30s and 40s
getting breast cancer”

Bhargava agrees. “Going against
the law of nature is detrimental to the
well-being of women," he says. Being a
hormone-dependant cancer, breast-  »
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#4 Awareness has increased. The average
SIZE OF THE TUMOUR WHEN
DETECTED IS SMALLER THAN

what it was a decade agosr¥

» feeding your child for one year reduces the
oestrogen level in the body, thus reducing the
risk factor, he further adds.

But marriages or pregnancies are not planned
around risk factors of cancers. Neither will this
knowledge change the way women are choosing
1o lead their lives today. So what then is the way
out of this situation?

It is early detection. "Timely detection of
breast cancer helps in halting the progression
of cancer cells at an early stage but less than
20 per cent patients see a doctor in Stage
1," says Dr Chintamani. Early detection also
enhances the chances of conserving the
breasts. Awareness has increased, at least
among younger women, who are turning up

for mammography if they detect anything
suspicious during breast self-examination. “The
average size of the tumour when detected is
also smaller than what it was a decade ago”
says Dr Harit K Chaturvedi, senior oncologist,
Rajiv Gandhi Cancer Insititute and Research
Centre, Delhi..

It was during a routine self-examination that
Seema noticed a lump in her breast, Even
her doctor dismissed it as a harmless growth,
until a mammography proved them wrong. The
cancer was in Stage |, but it spread rapidly
and the cancerous tumour had to be surgically
removed. Radiation followed, and for the next
six years, she took Tamoxifin, an oral drug that
interferes with the activity of the oestrogen - the »
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» hormone largely responsible for the
development of breast cancer. Seema

is now cured of the deadly disease but
does régular check-ups to ensure there

is no relapse. Sadly, the rate of relapse

Is almost 50 per cent.

Breast cancer is also being linked to ~ ~

lifestyles. In India, it is more common

in metros and cities than rural

settings. A family history of the cancer
increases your chances of developing

the disease, and may necessitate an

annual mammography. Studies of

the genes BRCA-I and Il (for breast

cancer) suggest that mutation in either

of these is linked to the development

of this cancer. The other risk factors

include early puberty (before 12), late
menopause (post 55), late motherhood
(post 30), nulliparity (never bearing
children) and carcinogenic agents

like nicotine contaminated air in the
environment. “There are other biological
phases in a woman'’s life when she may
need to undergo a mammaography. For
instance, if she has experienced poor
lactation,” says Bhargava. Like it happened in
Sapna’s case. A mother of two, she developed
breast cancer after the birth of her second
child. “The 2.5 cm cancerous cyst had to be
removed surgically and | took six chemotherapy
sessions and 31 radiation sessions in a span
of only one year, It was indeed a very difficult
phase, the medicines reacted and at times |
turned blue, sometimes red and even yellow.
The reactions were drastic with a lot of water
retention and swelling. | used to look my
maother's age," she says, relieved at having
successfully beaten the disease.

he age of the patient and size

of the tumour are important

considerations for deciding the

line of treatment. But surgery is

no substitute to chemotherapy
or radiations, and the treatment is usually a
combination of the three, There are four stages
in cancer, the fourth being the most deadly,
though advances in science have increased the
survival rate.

The treatment too may set you back by a
couple of lacs, a cause of worry especially if
you're older. *And in India, there is no medical
insurance for cancer patients for those over
60," laments Hardeep Kaur, 61, who is battling
Stage IV breast cancer. “Chemotherapy
may cost about Rs 70-75,000 per session,
radiation Rs 65,000," says Kaur.

But what perhaps leaves a bigger scar is
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the emotional setback, the fear of
losing one's breasts and the misery
of losing hair and eyebrows as a
side-effect of chematherapy. It's a fact
that necessitates the coupling of its
treatment with psychotherapy. Several
NGOs, support groups and a few
doctors are now working for the cause
and providing psychological help to
women. “We counsel the patients

and offer reconstruction surgery that
involves breasts implants for those
seeking permanent breast mounds
following surgical removal,” says Dr
Chaturvedi.

One such organisation is the
Aastha Breast Cancer Support Group
in Pune, which has been offering
psychotherapy to patients through
interactive platforms with other cancer
survivars. They use music therapy for
stress-relief and stage motivational
plays. “We also spread awareness
about early detection and self-
examination through television, radio
and road shows," says Aparna Ambike,
secretary of Aastha. The group, along with
Pune-based Dr Shekhar Kulkarmi, have jointly
started a lymphoedema clinic, that addresses
the complications of masectomy.

The quality of diagnosis has also taken a
leap. “The cancer tumour begins 15 years
before it is diagnosed and we now have
technology to help detect it much earlier]
says Dr PK Menon, medical director of
Quest Diagnostics, a US-based diagnostic
firm that recently opened a branch in Delhi.

Dr Chintamani is actively involved in.a
cancer-research project that studies how
dermatoglyphic traits (surface features of skin,
including wrinkles and folds) can help identify
women with a high risk of breast cancer. “The
fingerprints, like the genetic code, are unique.
And they may lead us into finding women with
a strong family history of breast cancer who
can be kept under close follow-up for early
detection of the disease,” he says.

What will also help a great deal is a larger
awareness of this disease among general
practitioners and non-specialists who are often
the first people to be consulted. Many women
may lose out on precious time by the time the
cancer is detected.

It is a cause endorsed by many celebrities
and big brands. Models have walked the
ramp to raise funds for treatment and research,
cosmetic giants have launched breast-care
foundations. But the biggest service you can do
IS to take it in your own hands! m
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