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Increasing the
awareness of
breast cancer

Not enough women are getting
tested, writes Esther Lewis

O
CTOBER may be Breast
Cancer Awareness Month,
but when it comes to year-
round monitoring and early
detection only 30 percent of

women older than 40, with access to
medical aid, have had mammograms in
the past year.

This is despite the fact that a “real cure”
– women with the same life expectancy as
women without breast cancer – is only
achievable in those with stage 0 screen-
detected cancer, says a breast health
expert. 

Professor Justus Apffelstaedt, head of
the Tygerberg Breast Clinic and an associ-
ate professor at Stellenbosch University,
says: “We see in our practice about 25 per-
cent of women with screen-detected can-
cers which is roughly in line with the
30 percent figure” provided by medical
aids.

In the public health sector, women are
able to have breast examinations at day
hospitals. If there is cause for concern,
they are given a referral to a tertiary hos-
pital like Groote Schuur or Tygerberg,
where additional testing will be done,
says provincial health spokesman Mark
van der Heever.

The SA National Cancer Registry
reflects that one in 35 women have a life-
time risk of developing breast cancer. Men
are also at risk, although they only repre-
sent 1 percent of people with breast cancer. 

Among the reasons for not getting
screened more regularly is that it is largely
the responsibility of the woman to seek
out screening, says Apffelstaedt. 

Meanwhile, anecdotal evidence sug-
gests a significant increase in the number
of cases over the past few decades, he
adds. This could be attributed to the
increase in population of older women,
because breast cancer is still largely a dis-
ease of mature women. 

But there are also other factors to take
into account, like lifestyle choices. These
include a delayed first pregnancy to after
age 30, and having a limited number of
children does increase the risk, he says.

“The rising tide of obesity has led to an
age-adjusted increase of breast cancer.
Obesity, much more than any specific
foodstuffs, is a major risk factor… A
weight gain of about 20kg between the
20th and 40th birthdays increases the
risk of breast cancer by 50 percent,” says
Apffelstaedt. Half of all women in South
Africa are obese. Four hours of strenuous
exercise a week decreases the risk of
breast cancer by one-third. 

“It is also my contention that we are
exposed to high levels of environmental
chemicals that have oestrogenic effects,
from fertilisers to industrial solvents to
softeners in plastic, to name but a few,”
says Apffelstaedt. 

Despite all the risk factors, there is a
ray of sunshine. The professor quotes a
study of vitamin D levels in women and
how it relates to breast cancer risk. 

Published earlier this year in the Anti-
cancer Research Journal, the study by the
University of California’s San Diego
School of Medicine showed that breast
cancer patients with optimal levels of
25-hydroxyvitamin D (30 nanograms
per millilitre) in their blood had an
approximate 50 percent lower
fatality rate.

The study followed 4 443
breast cancer patients for an average
of nine years. It divided the women into
groups – those with “high” levels of 25-
hydroxyvitamin D were recorded as
30ng/ml while the lower levels were listed
as around 17ng/ml. 

While lead researcher Professor Cedric
Garland has recommended clinical trials
to confirm the findings, he has suggested
that doctors consider adding vitamin D
into the monitored treatment regime of
breast cancer patients. As he says,
30ng/ml has already been proved to be
safe, so there is no reason not to include
the vitamin in treatment plans.

Apffelstaedt cautions that a continued
high vitamin D intake can lead to medical
problems. Levels must be managed in
consultation with your doctor, he says.

Foods that contain Vitamin D are fatty
fish, beef liver, egg yolks and fortified
foods like certain cereals and drinks.

“These recent developments in the
fight against breast cancer mean that
women have one more tool in their
armoury,” says Apffelstaedt.

BREAST radiologist Dr Sumi Padayachee
says that early detection saves lives, and
digital mammography screening aids this
significantly.

Founder of Arya Stana Bone & Breast
Care, Padayachee says the diagnostic
capacity of digital mammograms is better
than film-based mammograms.

The newer computer-aided detection
and 3D breast tomosynthesis technology
increases the accuracy of mammo-
graphy. This technology enables the 
radiologist to view and examine the breast
tissue in reconstructed 1mm slices, and
has a higher rate in picking up lesions.

Padayachee says by the time most
women or doctors are able to feel a lump
in the breast, the average size is about
1.5cm. The advantage of 3D mammo-
graphy, however, is that it can detect
the lump at 3mm. This could be up to two
years before the lump is felt, she says.

“In the private sector, people are more
aware, but they still don’t have regular
screening mammograms. There is a lot of
fear either because women have had a
difficult or painful experience or are
afraid of finding out if they might have
breast cancer,” says Padayachee.

She explains that only between 10 and
15 percent of breast cancer cases are
hereditary.

From the age of 20, women should be
doing monthly self-examinations, and be
examined by a doctor every three years.

Women can start mammography
screening at 35 if they are at

high risk or have concerns.
But from the age of 40,
women should have
annual mammo-
grams and an exam by a
doctor every year.
Women older than 70
should be
screened every two

years.
“Every woman is at risk,”

Padayachee says.

EXPERTS: Dr Sumi Padayachee, above, and Professor Justus Apffelstaedt, right. The scientists say too many women
are not getting screened regularly.

Early detection
can save many
women’s lives

Signs to watch out for

lll LLLuuummmpppsss   ooofff   aaannnyyy   sssiiizzzeee   ooorrr   ttthhhiiiccckkkeeennniiinnnggg   ooofff
ttthhheee   bbbrrreeeaaasssttt   tttiiissssssuuueee...

lll CCChhhaaannngggeeesss   iiinnn   ttthhheee   ssshhhaaapppeee   ooofff   ttthhheee   bbbrrreeeaaasssttt   ooorrr
pppeeerrrsssiiisssttteeennnttt   dddiiissscccooommmfffooorrrttt...

lll DDDiiisssccchhhaaarrrgggeee   fffrrrooommm   ttthhheee   nnniiippppppllleee   ttthhhaaattt   iiisss   
nnnooottt   aaassssssoooccciiiaaattteeeddd   wwwiiittthhh   ppprrreeegggnnnaaannncccyyy   ooorrr   bbbrrreeeaaasssttt
fffeeeeeedddiiinnnggg...

WWWhhhiiillleee   ooobbbeeesssiiitttyyy,,,   aaa   ssseeedddeeennntttaaarrryyy   llliiifffeeessstttyyyllleee,,,
dddrrriiinnnkkkiiinnnggg   aaannnddd   eeennnvvviiirrrooonnnmmmeeennntttaaalll   fffaaaccctttooorrrsss,,,   aaasss
wwweeellllll   aaasss   cccooommmmmmeeennnccciiinnnggg   mmmeeennnssstttrrruuuaaatttiiiooonnn   eeeaaarrrlllyyy,,,
bbbeeefffooorrreee   ttthhheee   aaagggeee   ooofff   999,,,   aaannnddd   fffaaalllllliiinnnggg   ppprrreeegggnnnaaannnttt
fffooorrr   ttthhheee   fffiiirrrsssttt   tttiiimmmeee   aaafffttteeerrr   333000   yyyeeeaaarrrsss   aaarrreee   
aaassssssoooccciiiaaattteeeddd,,,   ttthhheeecccuuurrrrrreeennnttt   ttthhhiiinnnkkkiiinnnggg   iiisss   ttthhhaaattt   
fffooorrr   yyyooouuunnnggg   wwwooommmeeennn   aaa   gggeeennneeetttiiiccc   cccooommmpppooonnneeennnttt   iiisss
mmmooorrreee   iiimmmpppooorrrtttaaannnttt   aaannnddd   mmmaaannnyyy   yyyooouuunnnggg   pppaaatttiiieeennntttsss
aaarrreee   fffooouuunnnddd   tttooo   hhhaaavvveee   aaa   mmmuuutttaaatttiiiooonnn   iiinnn   ttthhheee   bbbrrreeeaaasssttt
cccaaannnccceeerrr   gggeeennneee...


