Occasional colonoscopy helps for family history cases: study
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CBC News
Screening people with a family history of colon cancer appears to help prevent bowel cancer, and most don't need to be screened before age 45, a new study suggests. 

Doctors use a colonoscope, a long tube to look inside the bowel for pre-cancerous growths that can be removed before becoming cancerous.

Prof. Peter Sasieni of Cancer Research UK and his team studied the effectiveness of colonoscopy in over 1,600 people with at least one close relative diagnosed with colorectal cancer.

Up to a third of the 34,000 cases of colorectal cancer diagnosed each year in the U.K. occur in those with a family history of the disease, the researchers said. 

Participants were screened every three to five years and monitored for up to 16 years. 

The incidence of colorectal cancer was reduced by up to 80 per cent in families with moderate risk compared to the expected incidence for non-screening, after family history was taken into account, the researchers found.

Screening isn't needed before the age of 45, and even then, it needs to be done about every five years, the team concluded in the British Medical Journal. 

"This is good news for people with a family history because it means they can dramatically reduce their risk of cancer by going for occasional screening," he said in a release.

"It's also good news for hospitals because, in most cases, this will mean less intensive screening and less of a drain on resources."

Colorectal cancer is the second most common cancer in developed countries, according to the International Agency for Research on Cancer.

Symptoms include loss of appetite, abdominal pain, diarrhea or constipation and bleeding. 

A diet high in fruits and vegetables lowers the risk, and a diet high in fibre and low in animal fats also seems to decrease the risk.

