BY JACKY ACHAN

Cancer, according to the World Health
Organisation (WHO), is the second leading
cause of death globally and was responsible for
8.8 million deaths in 2015 alone.

WHO states that globally, nearly one in six
deaths is due to cancer and approximately 70%
of the deaths from cancer occur in low and
middle-income countries.

According to Dr Henry Ddungu, a consultant
in haematology/oncology at the Uganda Cancer
Institute, out of every 100,000 Ugandans, 300
have cancer.

“Last year alone, the cancer institute received
OVer 4,000 new cancer cases. Prostate cancer
is highly prevalent in men, while breast and
cervical cancers in women are also high,” he
says.

“However, unlike prostate cancer, many

of these others, including cervical and liver
cancers, stem mainly from infections such as
hepatitis and human papilloma virus (HPV),”
Ddungu adds. :

He, however, notes that cancer is not caused
bya particular element, but many, including

underlying conditions and lifestyle choices.

“If you have many sexual partners, for
example, you increase your chances of
developing cancer through infections. Lifestyle
choices such as smoking, lack of exercise and
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poor eating habits can also lead to cancer,” he
says.
Ddungu says the state of hopelessness that is
associated with cancer in Uganda is worrying.
He says of the 300 people who develop

cancer every year, few go for treatment.
“Some people tell cancer patients not to take
cancer drugs, claiming the treatment will kill
them, only to offer the patient concoctions
which do not help,” he says.
Ddungu says 80% of cancer patients only
go to hospitals when the disease is in its
advanced stage when it is difficult to treat.

Cancer in children

Dr Joseph Lubega, a child cancer specialist,
says unlike in adults, there is no known reason
why children develop cancer. X

Of the over 4,000 new cancer cases
registered in Uganda last year, 12% were
children, according to Dr Joyce Kambugu, an .
oncologist at the cancer institute.

The most common cancers seen in children
were leukaemia (cancer of the blood), kidney
and muscle cancers.

But cancers may occur in children as a result
of tumours they are born with on the face
and other areas of the body, combined with
infections such as HIV or malaria.
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Children have not been
spared. Of the over 4,000
new cancer cases registered
in Uganda last year, 12%
were children.

These statistics could be
scary, but officials from
the health ministry say
a number of cancers are

Cancer challenge in Uganda
On March 27, 2016, Uganda's only
radiotherapy machine broke down
bevond repair. In the absence of the
cobalt 60 radiotherapy machine,
patients were advised to travel to
Nairobi, in neighbouring Kenya, for
treatment
Those who could not afford
1o go to Nairobi were put on
chemotherapy treatment, surgery
and palliative care. Others died.
This sparked an uproar among
Ugandans. The breakdown was
seen as a symbol of the deterioration
of Uganda's medical services.
The Government was forced to
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There is also hope that machine purchased at more than
the cancer burden can sh.2.7b by both the government and

the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), arrived in the
country.
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Innovations in cancer treatment

Dr Henry Ddunqu, a consultant
in haematology/oncology at the
Uganda Cancer Institute, says
much as they are still using old-
fashioned treatment, Uganda
Cancer Institute is moving
towards improving treatment for
cancer.

The most common form
of treatment for cancer,
according to Ddungqu, s drugs,
radiotherapy and surgery.

But today, there is targeted
therapy, which is a type of
treatment that helps stop
cancer from growing and
spreading.

The therapy drugs target
specific genes or proteins found
in cancer cells or in cells related
to cancer growth, such as those

DY

in the blood vessels.

There is also Immunotherapy/
biologic therapy. Immunotherapy
is a type of cancer treatment
that boosts the body’s natural
defences to fight the cancer.

|t uses substances made by
the body or ina laboratory to
improve or restore immune
system functions.

Ddungu explains that these
therapies are better and
eliminate side-effects such as
loss of hair during treatment.

“Some of these treatments are
already in the country, but there
are also plans and efforts to
immunise children to eliminate
cancers caused through
infections In years ahead,” he

says.

The cancer Insﬂtue is looking to
Improve cancer treatment through

modern drugs and equipment

Matthew Kabalega, the head of
communications at the Uganda
Cancer Society, says cancer is still a
grey area for many people.

“There is not a lot of information
out there. People think when they
get cancer, their life is over, but that
is not true. There is need to create

awareness so that people know that

with early detection and treatment
they can be healed of cancer,” he
says.

Dr Charles Olaro, the director
of clinical services at the health

ministry, says a number of cancers

can be prevented because they
stem from infections and can be
cured if treated early.
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Experts advise early detection
through checkups to successfu
treat cancer and avoid death

We are both positive but my wife refuses to get on ARV

r Doctor,
t can be done to help my wife,
IV-positive, but refuses to be
eatment? | am HiV-positive and
10n ARVs for six months now
'Igolnq well, with my viral load
e.

am worrled because my wife
annot stand taking drugs

i not sick, on top of having to
vded clinic every month to
*and get the drugs.

A;JcarAarun,

ince HIV treatment is for life, your wife
needs to be given time to make up her mind, so
that when she starts the treatment, she will not
stop or keep missing doses.

It is possible she has not yet accepted the fact
that she is HIV-positive and so continues living
in denial, which is common when people are
confronted with bad news, such as being told
they have HIV.

Many people, on learning they are HIV-
positive, go through stages of anger, denial and
bargaining, before they accept that they have

the disease and start living positvely.

Positive living, which many people Living
with HIV have adopted, includes accepting
that one has the disease and seeking early care
and treatment, which includes taking ARVs
daily, not because one is feeling unwell, but
to prevent the possibility of becoming sick or
developing AIDS in future.

Since you are on ARVs and doing well,
continue sharing with her your experience
of taking ARV daily and how your viral load
is now undetectable, so that she can see that
being on ARVs is not as bad as she thinks.

This is known as peer counselling, which
many people living with HIV have used to h
others struggling with stigma and denial.

Lastly, people living with HIV, who are on
ARV, do not have to attend clinics monthly,
because once their viral load is suppressed,
they do not have to see a doctor frequently,|
can just collect their drugs every, three or fou
months, which surely is not bad, considerin
the benefits of being on ART.
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