Cancer shock-and-awe and how we are sleeping over it
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SHOULD one express shock and awe to learn that there are no official statistics available on cancer patients in Pakistan — thanks to the lack of a national registry?

May be not given that neither this government nor any of its predecessors have ever been particularly, obsessed about public health.

Pandering to the customary observance of a dedicated day, World Cancer Day saw swishes of concern bandied about in Islamabad last Tuesday. Still, hats off to the few, who raised the decibels in the land of cancer growth.

It doesn’t take genius to grasp that in the absence of correct data, a spectacular abdication of responsibility on the part of the state, there can be no effective mechanism to deal with the situation. It is particularly unfortunate in a country known for its phenomenally high incidence of malignancy: to be honest, it is shameful.

You look at some of the opulent structures in Islamabad, betraying a certain Moghul streak. Or consider phenomenal development budgets, particularly unutilised sums of money lost to perhaps, bureaucratic blues.

And then you think: why, can’t you have a national registry at the seat of the federation that could serve as a reliable and integrated base to feed a national strategy to fight the dreaded disease.

It seems cancer hospitals across the country are the only source of information since they maintain a record of cancer patients every year. But in the absence of a much-needed registry, it isn’t surprising that figures vary on the annual number of cancer patients.

Dr Muhammad Ali Afridi, Consultant Oncologist at Islamabad’s Shifa International Hospital, estimates that between 100,000 to 200,000 new cases are reported every year, of which Shifa alone has registered 7,000 neoplasm cases in the last three years. The majority of these are said to be malignant.

Dr Javed Khursheed of Pakistan Atomic Energy Commission has a telling annual figure: some 320,000 cases but he claims most of them go unreported. According to him, there are only 20 cancer hospitals in Pakistan, treating 400,000 patients — an incredulous 20,000 on average for each hospital.

Shaukat Khanum Memorial Cancer Hospital puts the incidence of the disease in Pakistan at 150,000 every year.

So even a mean score of the annual figure trotted out by the aforesaid sources is sufficient to suggest that a sort of national emergency, entailing an effective prevention-and-control programme is in order, beginning with the national registry.

Since a ‘political’ Imran Khan remains an anathema to the authorities — a shame given his unmatched social service in the area of specialised cancer treatment with a reported 70 per cent of the patients treated from the state-of-the-art facility’s own generated funds — perhaps, they could just look at the harrowing statistics to change the priorities of national health.

It should be of particular concern to them that Pakistan has the highest incidence of breast cancer in Asia — 38.5 per cent of all female cancer patients in the continent — with an astounding annual mortality figure of 40,000!

A shocking aspect of the dangerous situation was the reflection Cherie Blair, former prime minister Tony Blair’s spouse and patron of UK’s Breast Cancer Care, made during an address at the Fatima Jinnah Medical College.

Expressing dismay at how 50 per cent of Pakistani women cancer patients never report for treatment and often die without seeing a doctor, Cherie acknowledged that while it may be down to “a female patient wanting to see only a female doctor”, breast cancer was not about death and punishment.

Cherie urged women to see beyond “the embarrassment of talking about their intimate body parts”.

According to Omer Aftab, National Coordinator of Breast Cancer Awareness Programme, one in every eight women in Pakistan is suffering from breast cancer. Repeat — one-in-eight! This is not the end of a unique shock-and-awe. Aftab suggests that approximately, 35 per cent of Pakistani women will suffer from breast cancer at some point in their lives. The tragedy is that mostly cases are reported, if at all, at an advanced stage when a patient suffering from this form of cancer has, potentially, more than a 90 per cent chance of surviving, providing for early diagnosis.

While negligence can be dangerous, it is really criminal indifference, rooted in a society retrogressively averse to talk about a family woman’s physical affliction, that can be more detrimental and suffocating for her.

It is ironical, in some ways, given that a cancer patient does not necessarily go through an ordeal in isolation. His or her family will endure some strife — a metaphorical shattered glass — of their own. Usually, in silence.

What a shame therefore, it is, that we talk less and walk the talk even less about an issue we should be confronting on priority, with passion, and public commitment.

Among men, cancer of the head, neck and throat and, among children, leukemia and lymphoma is most common.

Dr Khursheed reveals that debilitating environment is responsible for two-third of cancer cases in Pakistan while the rest are caused by nutritional and reproductive problems. In the light of this revelation, it is obvious how blind the state is to its responsibilities. Given the past track record, waiting for the government to wake up would border on extreme optimism.

Perhaps, constructive pressure groups led by doctors and surgeons, helped by a cooperative intelligentsia, who all actively pursue institutionalised response is the need of the hour.

The least we can do as citizens is to engage actively in awareness campaigns beyond the NGO sector and media, by especially seeking the help of students, and contributing generously to the treatment of cancer patients wherever possible.
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