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anceris often perceived as a
disease that strikes without
ing. However,growing ev-

idence shows that many cancers are
closely linked to everyday lifestyle
choices.In Uganda,lifestyle-related
risk factors are increasingly contrib-
uting to the burden of disease, par-
ticulardy cancers of the esophagus
andliver. -

Atthe Uganda Cancer Institute
(UCI),experts emphasise that adopt-
ing healthier habits can significantly
reduce therisk of developing cancer
whileimproving overall well-being.

Tobacco and alcohol: Adan-
gerous combination

Among the most critical lifestyle
risk factors are tobaccouse and
harmful alcohol consumption. To-
bacco,whether smoked orused in
smokeless forms, contains numer-
ous cancer-causing chemicals that .
damage body cells.This damage can
lead to cancers of the esophagus,
lung, throat,and mouth.In Uganda,
tobacco use remains a concern, es-

pedially among men and young peo-
plewho are often influenced by peer

pressure and targeted advertising.

Esophageal cancer,one of themost
common cancers treated at UCLhas - -

been strongly linked to both tobac-
co and alcohol use. When combined,
these two factors significantly in-
crease therisk. Alcohol irritates the
lining of the esophagus and ampli-
fies the harmful effects of tobacco,
creating acompounded threat.Re-

¢ ducing or completely avoiding to-
¢ bacco,alongside limiting alcohol in-

take, is therefore critical in cancer
prevention.

Similardy liver canceris closely as-
sociated with excessive alcohol con-
sumption.Prolonged alcohol use
canlead toliver damage, includ-
ing cirthosis, which greatly increas-
es cancer risk. In Uganda, where liv-
er disease s also driven by infections

such as hepatitis B and C,alcohol fur-

ther worsens the situation.Individu-
als are encouraged to adopt respon-

¢ sibledrinking habits,or abstain alto-

gether;to protect theirliver health.

Choicesthatcansavelives
Beyond tobacco and alcohol, diet

andphysical activity play a vitalrole -

‘Everyday habits quietly
1ncreasmg your cancer risk

in cancer prevention. Diets lowin

cessed and unhealthy foods canin-
crease cancer risk.In contrast, fruits
and vegetables arerich in vitamins,
minerals, fibre, and antioxidants
that protect the body against cell
damage, strengthen the immune
system,and reduce inflammation.
UCI encourages Ugandans toin-
corporate a variety of locally avail-
ablefoodsinto their daily meals.
Nutritious options include man-
goes,oranges,bananas,and leafy
greens such as sukuma wiki and

: doodo,alongside tomatoes and car-
{ rots.
: dudewholeglamslggtmm and ad-

1 diet should alsoin-

eguate waterintake, while limiting
processed foods,excess salt,and un-
healthy fats.

Physical activity is another key pil-
lar of cancer prevention.Regular
exercise helps maintain a healthy
weight,boosts immune function,
and reduces inflammation.Ithas

been shown tolower therisk of sev- ‘=

; eral cancers,including breast,colorec-
. tal,and endometrial cancers.

In the Ugandan context,everyday ac-
tivities such as walking,cycling, farm-
ing,and household chores can signifi-
cantly contribute to physical fitness.

Maintaining a healthy weight is par-
ticu'arly important,as overweight
and obesity are linked to anincreased

- riskof several cancers. Rapid urbanisa-

tior: and changing lifestyles haveled to

i more sedentary habits and increased
. consumption of unhealthy foods,con-
i trituting torising obesity ratesin

¢ Ugenda.Promoting active living and
. heelthy eating is essential in reversing
¢ thistrend.

Itis also important to recognise that

. lifestyle choices are shaped by social

: and environmental factors. Limited ac-
i cesstohealthy foods,lack of safe spac-

i esfor exercise,and cultural attitudes
fruits and vegetables but highin pro-

toward alcohol consumption can all
influence behaviour. Addressing these
challenges requires collective action
from communities, policymakers,and

: healthinstitutions to create environ-

ments that support healthier living.

Public awareness remains central
to this effort. Many people are still un-
aware of the link between lifestyle
and cancerrisk orunderestimate
the long-term impact of daily habits.
Through community outreach,me-
cia campaigns,and health education
programmes,UCI continues toraise
awareness and empower individuals
tomake informed choices.

Cancer preventionis not only amed-
ical responsibilityitis a personal and
scietal one.Small, consistent changes
such as quitting tobacco,reducing alco-
holintake,eating abalanced diet,and
staying physically active can have a
profound impact on health outcomes.

The writeris the executivedirec-
tor, Uganda Cancerinstitute
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