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Doctors push to get breast cancer drug in N.S.

Oncologists in Halifax are taking steps to ensure a new treatment for early-stage breast cancer is available to eligible patients as soon as possible. 

Last month the findings of two large trials of Herceptin, a drug that is already used to slow the spread of disease in women with advanced breast cancer, were announced at a meeting of the American Society of Clinical Oncologists. 

The studies demonstrated that when used with chemotherapy after surgery to remove a breast or lump, the drug can significantly improve a woman's chance of survival and reduce recurrence of the disease. 

The non-profit breast cancer information website www.breastcancer.org reported researchers found that after four years of treatment, 15 per cent of women who received Herceptin and chemotherapy had their cancer return, compared with 33 per cent of those who only had chemotherapy. 

After four years, 90 per cent of women who received the combined treatment had no recurrence of cancer in other parts of their body, compared with 74 per cent who got chemotherapy alone. 

The results were significant enough that the trials were halted early to allow patients in control groups to begin taking Herceptin. The head of Cancer Care Nova Scotia said the new treatment represents a "dramatic improvement" for patients who met the conditions. "It's an important and a very significant step," Dr. Andrew Padmos said Tuesday. 

"I wish it applied to everyone with breast cancer, not just a small fraction." 

He said only one-quarter of people with breast cancer have the elevated levels of a protein called HER 2-neu that the drug acts on. The protein spurs cancer cells to grow aggressively. 

Herceptin, also known as trastuzumab, works either by binding to a cancer cell and causing the cell to pull that protein back inside or by attaching to cancer cells and attracting the immune system's natural killer cells, according to the website of its American manufacturer, Genentech. 

When used with chemotherapy, which damages the DNA of cancerous cells, Herceptin can prevent the cells from repairing themselves. 

"In Nova Scotia, we expect about 40 patients in the year ahead are going to be eligible for this treatment," Dr. Padmos said. 

"This is still pretty new information." 

He said at the Queen Elizabeth II Health Sciences Centre, where most of those people would be treated, an expedited review of the new use is underway and could be submitted for approval within two weeks. 

In the meantime, doctors who identify suitable candidates can request permission to begin using the drug in ways that are not yet approved. 

"If we all feel that this is reasonable, legitimate and in the best interest of the patient, then we can authorize them to go ahead and administer the treatment," Dr. Padmos said. 

No such requests have been made as of this point in time. 

Adopting the new treatment could prove very expensive. A year's supply of Herceptin costs $45,000 to $50,000 per patient. 

Compared with the $12-million bill for the chemotherapy of all cancer patients in Nova Scotia, the $2-million cost for the 40 patients likely to take Herceptin "is a very significant step," Dr. Padmos said. 

But he said the cancer clinic has some budget leeway to cover emerging treatments and will try to accommodate everyone who might benefit from Herceptin. 

"If we make a decision to approve a course of treatment for one patient, that may mean we'd have to squeeze or trim in another location," he said. 

"Between now and the time that we exhaust our budget, we will be pursuing aggressively additional funding with the Department of Health." 

He said the department has traditionally been very responsive to requests to support effective new treatments. 

Breast cancer doctors, researchers and survivors from around the globe will be in Halifax this week for the fourth World Conference on Breast Cancer starting today at the World Trade and Convention Centre. 

