Aromasin approved for breast cancer cases; Post-menopausal women benefit To be used after tamoxifen therapy
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A new drug is now part of the Canadian arsenal for post- menopausal women fighting breast cancer.

Health Canada has approved the Pfizer drug Aromasin for use after surgery in post-menopausal women who have estrogen-receptor positive breast cancer and who've already had two to three years of tamoxifen therapy.

Aromasin is one of three new drugs called aromatase inhibitors, said Dr. Kathleen Pritchard of the University of Toronto and the Sunnybrook Regional Cancer Centre. Pritchard's research interests involve the role of hormones in breast cancer. She is not a paid consultant for the drug firm Pfizer Canada.

The ovaries normally produce the hormone estrogen, but after menopuase they stop and it is made by the enzyme aromatase, found in places such as muscle, fat and the brain. Aromatase inhibitors cut off the enzyme, lowering estrogen levels and starving cancerous tumours.

About two-thirds of post-menopausal women who have breast cancer have hormone responsive breast cancer, meaning their tumours are fed by estrogen.

"This means we can target those tumours, which is great," Pritchard said.

The Ontario health ministry currently funds Aromasin (exemestane tablets) under special access request. That means a doctor has to make a special request for the drug.

Results from the intergroup exemestane study, published in 2004 in the New England Journal of Medicine, evaluated the switch from tamoxifen, the gold standard treatment, to Aromasin in breast cancer therapy.

The study found that when post-menopausal women with early stage breast cancer started Aromason after two to three years of tamoxifen, they had 31 per cent less chance of the cancer recurring than those who had five years of tamoxifen alone.

"The standard amount of time to use tamoxifen has been five years," said Pritchard. "The question the investigators were asking is, 'It better to switch to this new type of drug?' and the answer is yes."

She added some trials are investigating whether starting aromatase inhibitors right after surgery may be "good or better than tamoxifen at all."
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