
ACCORDING to the World Health
Organization (WHO), cancer is the
second leading cause of death
worldwide.
In 2018, it was responsible for an

estimated 9.6 million deaths, which
amounted to around one in six
deaths globally.
These statistics are significant

and can be terrifying, which leads
to the prevalent negative attitude
and fatalistic belief that nothing
can be done about cancer.
However, these facts do not pre-

sent the whole picture.
Subang Jaya Medical Centre con-

sultant urologist Datuk Dr Tan Hui
Meng says that while it is true that
one in four Malaysians will deve-
lop cancer by the time they are 75
years old, the cancer survival rate
will increase as the country be-
comes more developed, as the
Health Ministry revealed recently.
He says, “The current cancer sur-

vival rate is around 80% in deve-
loped countries, but less than 50%
in poorer countries.
“This is because a lot of resour-

ces are needed to fully treat cancer,
including multidisciplinary treat-
ments such as chemotherapy,
radiology and immunotherapy.
“As a middle-income country,

Malaysia has not reached that
stage yet, but our cancer survival
rate will definitely increase with
adequate resources.”
Nevertheless, the global attitude

towards cancer can still be nega-
tive.
Thus, this year’s World Cancer

Day, which fell on Feb 4, is themed
“I Am and I Will” and seeks to
counter these notions, and instead,
promote how personal actions can
be powerful and impactful in
reducing the global impact of can-
cer.

Understanding the enemy
Like any unfounded belief, the

resigned attitude towards battling
cancer comes from a lack of know-
ledge about the disease.
Cancer occurs when a cell or a

group of cells in the body mutates
and grows out of control.
These cell mutations can start in

any part of the body.
It is common for people to

believe that all types of cancer are
the same, but every single type is
different as each occurs in diffe-
rent types of cells and mutates dif-
ferently.
Some cancers may react more

aggressively than others, while
some, when treated early, allow
better chances of survival.
There can also be differences

within a single type of cancer.
For example, leukaemia can be

acute (fast-growing) or chronic
(slow-growing).
However, just because some can-

cers can be treated does not mean
that people should take cancer
lightly.
Dr Tan explains that when a cell

turns cancerous, it will evolve
rapidly to ensure its survival.
He refers to the HeLa cancer

cell, which is an immortal cell line
still used in current scientific
research.
This line was derived from cervi-

cal cancer cells extracted from a
cancer patient in 1951, and the cell
is still well and thriving today.
“This is why it is very hard for us

to ‘cure’ cancer, even after decades
of research.
“Each time you think you have

eradicated cancer, if even 1% is
still alive, it will evolve against
treatment, rendering the initial
treatment ineffective.
“The only time a cancer cell dies

is when the patient dies.”

Taking the fight into
our hands
From these facts, cancer is a

very complicated disease to deal
with.
How then can we as a society

contribute to the fight against can-
cer?
> Leave cancer treatment to

the cancer experts
Dr Tan advises cancer patients

to adhere to treatments given by
specialist doctors instead of trying
to self-medicate with alternative
treatments.
“Cancer is so hard to beat that

we need multidisciplinary teams,
because even experts are not spe-
cialised in every single type of
cancer.
“Even until now, we haven’t

been able to fully cure cancer.
“Don’t blindly listen to your rel-

atives or neighbours on alterna-
tive treatments even if they used
to be cancer patients.
“Your condition is different

from theirs and trying alternative
treatments could worsen your
condition, in addition to adding to
your confusion.”

> Avoid cancer triggers
The development of cancer

depends on genetics and the envi-
ronment.
Some people may have heredi-

tary cancer-causing genes, while
some may live or work in areas
with high carcinogenic elements.
Hence, while you cannot pick

your family members, it is wise to
look into your family history of
cancer and take action to prevent
the occurrence of cancer.
For example, if you discover you

are at high risk of skin cancer, try
to avoid sun exposure as much as
possible and implement preventa-
tive measures such as using sun-
screen and going for skin cancer
screening.
Other examples of carcinogens

in our everyday lives are smoking,
charred food, preserved food and
air pollution.
It is also important to note that

screening for every cancer possi-
ble out there is not the way to go
either.
Cancer screening can be costly

and can cause unnecessary stress
and anxiety, especially if you are
not at risk for certain cancers.
The best early detection method

is to instead, be aware of changes
in your own body.
If you detect any abnormalities

with your body, seek medical
attention as soon as possible.

> Build up your immune
system
Having a good immune system

indirectly affects the chances of
someone getting cancer.
Immunologist Professor Tim

Elliott from the University of
Southampton in the United
Kingdom illustrated the process in
a Cancer Research UK article pub-
lished last year, titled Science
Surgery: Why doesn’t the immune
system attack cancer cells?.
According to Prof Elliot, our

immune system does attack can-
cer cells.
“(The immune system) is recog-

nising and destroying little can-
cers as they develop all the time.
“If we didn’t have an immune

system, we would be developing
cancer a lot more often,” he says.
However, as time goes on and

cancer cells continue to evolve,
they can develop genetic changes
that help them escape the immune
system.

Some cancer cells change and
grow in number so fast that the
immune system cannot adapt and
keep them at bay.
Hence, it is beneficial to keep

your immune system strong so it
is in its best shape to fight against
cancer cells for as long as possible.
Dr Tan recommends eating

fresh unprocessed foods, instead
of preserved foods that may con-
tain carcinogens, while also lead-
ing a healthy lifestyle through
regular exercise.
“Exercising regularly is a good

habit and preventative measure.
“It has been shown that people

with prostate cancer who exercise
regularly have lower recurrence
rates.”

‘I Am and I Will’
As the community strives to

understand cancer and how
humans can prevent and fight
against it, the hopelessness of get-
ting cancer is replaced with
empowerment.
The understanding of how

powerful and impactful one’s
efforts can be towards reducing
the global impact of cancer will, in
turn, become someone else’s sup-
port in their time of need.
Hence, we should not live in

fear of cancer, but rather work to
fight against cancer through
healthy living, educating others
and supporting healthcare person-
nel and researchers.
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FIGHTINGCANCER
Our cancer survival rate will only increase with new developments in detection and
treatment, but we each also need to do our part in preventing cancer in ourselves.

Cancer
occurs when
a cell or
group of cells
mutate and
grow out of
control,
escaping even
the defences
of our
immune
system.

dr Tan notes that cancer is so hard
to beat that multiple experts are
sometimes needed to treat one
patient.

THREE years ago, Johnny Hoo
held a demanding job that
required frequent travelling.
He was also a smoker and led

an unhealthy lifestyle that includ-
ed having insufficient rest and lit-
tle to no exercise.
In August 2017, he began cough-

ing persistently, but continued to
work, thinking that it was merely
the flu.
However, after countless visits

to the doctor and medication, Hoo
received news that changed his
life forever – he was diagnosed
with stage 4 lung cancer.

Active communication
is key
After Hoo was admitted into the

hospital, he realised that a patient
will receive the best care if they
have the ability to communicate

well with the hospital staff respon-
sible for their care.
“My oncologist made the effort

to listen and explain in layman’s
terms about my condition to me,
and it made things easier for
everyone.
“However trivial it may seem, it

is crucial that you can communi-
cate well with your doctor and
hospital staff,” he says.
Hoo found it helpful to have

family members with him when
the doctor explained the proce-
dures needed for cancer treat-
ment.
“When I was first diagnosed, I

was confused because everything
was so new to me.
“It was my family members who

asked most of the questions to bet-
ter understand how to care for
me.”
That said, he recognises that

every patient has the responsibili-
ty of ensuring they receive the best
care.
He advises, “Always discuss and

seek advice from your doctor and
never listen to ‘home doctors’,
including friends and family mem-
bers, as it will only confuse you
more.”

Taking the initiative
Hoo adds that patients must

take the initiative to be well
informed on the condition they
are being treated for.
If one undergoes treatment

with unreasonable expectations,
he or she will always be unsatis-
fied and suspicious of the treat-
ments provided.
There will be bound to be times

when, as a patient, you feel unsure
about the care you are receiving

from the hospital.
If you do not know who to reach

out to, Hoo suggests speaking with
your immediate doctors and nurs-
es as they are the ones providing
the first line of care.
He emphasises that patients and

non-patients alike should take care
of their health by living healthy
lifestyles.
He also recommends going for

thorough check-ups at hospitals.
“Most people I know are una-

ware that clinics cannot conduct
all the necessary tests for a com-
prehensive check-up.
“I had been doing regular check-

ups all along, but was only diag-
nosed with late stage cancer after
undergoing investigations at a hos-
pital.
“Therefore, I strongly recom-

mend you undergo check-ups at a
hospital.”

according to Hoo, good
communication with the hospital
staff looking after you is key to
getting the best care.
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