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The enemy within
D.D.

The death of Jane
McGrath is a reminder
that breast cancer
doesn’t respect youth,
writes Justine Ferrari

McNICOLL
Chopper fiasco reward
CASHED-UP entrepreneur Dick Smith,
who’s so disgusted with the federal
Government he’s planning to do a Kerry
Packer on income tax, has offered $50,000
for the journalist who writes the best
investigative story about the $1 billion
blunder over the Seasprite helicopter deal.
The Seasprite contract was signed in 1997
and was supposed to deliver 11 helicopters
to operate from navy frigates, but technical
difficulties and safety concerns led to years
of delays. The contract was finally
cancelled this year with no choppers
delivered. Smith says a ‘‘cone of silence’’
covers the fiasco. ‘‘Over $1 billion of
taxpayers’ money vanished without a
single question being asked,’’ he says, ‘‘No
one in the Government or the Opposition
seems to want answers.’’ Smith says the
winning yarn will be judged on content and
accuracy, will have to be factual and fair
and will have to be published in some form.
Entries close on December 12 and if there
is no winner, the money will go to the
Royal Flying Doctor Service.

J

ANE McGrath was 31 when she
noticed a flattening in her breast that
turned out to be cancer. Belinda
Emmett was 24 when she was
diagnosed with breast cancer. Kylie
Minogue was 36.
While three-quarters of women diagnosed
with breast cancer are older than 50, a cluster
of high-profile young women afflicted with
the disease raises the spectre that breast
cancer is stalking younger women.
It’s an issue being investigated at the
National Breast and Ovarian Cancer Centre.
Director Helen Zorbas says the number of
women older than 50 diagnosed with breast
cancer has been rising.
While that is due in part to more cancer
being detected through of the breast screening program, Zorbas says there appears to be
a real increase in the incidence of breast
cancer over time.
Less certain is the trend in women younger
than 40. A study conducted for the NBOCC
in 2006 by the Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare found no particular change in
incidence since 1990. But the NBOCC is now
looking at the number of younger women
with breast cancer before 1990 to see if there
is a more subtle trend.
‘‘We are certainly aware through highprofile cases and anecdotally that there are a
lot of younger women who are diagnosed
with breast cancer,’’ Zorbas says.
‘‘It may not be out of proportion because
the vast majority do occur in women over 40,
and particularly over 50, but we need to look
at it.’’
Fewer than 6 per cent of breast cancer
cases each year occur in women younger
than 40. Breast cancer in women in their 20s
is extremely uncommon, particularly if there
is no family history.
Women diagnosed in their 20s and 30s
tend to have a strong genetic predisposition
to the disease or a strong family history.
McGrath told Andrew Denton’s Enough
Rope on ABC TV in 2004 that her mother
had breast cancer just before her 50th
birthday.
But family history and a genetic predisposition explains fewer than 5 per cent of all
breast cancers, in all women. One area being
explored by researchers is that women
developing the disease in their 20s and 30s
are the first generation to form a genetic
mutation.
‘‘We think what’s happening for some of
these younger woman is they’re undergoing
a spontaneous mutation and developing a
high-risk genetic mutation,’’ Zorbas says.
In the 10 years since McGrath was
diagnosed, the survival and treatment of
breast cancer has improved significantly.
Death rates from breast cancer fell about 2
per cent a year.
In the mid-’80s, about 70 per cent of all
women with breast cancer lived five years
after their diagnosis. In 2002, 87 per cent lived
five years after diagnosis.
The improvements are due to early
detection and better treatment.
The earlier cancer is discovered, the
smaller it is and the better the chance of
successful treatment. Zorbas says of women
with cancers smaller than 10mm, 98 per cent
are alive and cancer-free five years later. ‘‘It’s
as if they hadn’t had cancer at all,’’ she says.
The earlier the cancer is detected, the more
likely it is confined within the breast, or even
the lymph nodes under the arms, and the
more treatable it is.
But once the cancer spreads or metastasises into other parts of the body, the chances
of treatment diminish. Breast cancer most
commonly spreads into the bones and the
brain, as it did in McGrath and Emmett. By
this stage, treatment aims to keep the cancer
from growing, hoping to prolong life while
preserving quality of life.
McGrath and Emmett both fought long
battles with breast cancer.
McGrath died yesterday aged 42 after
being diagnosed with breast cancer in 1997. A
couple of years after the first diagnosis,
secondary bone cancer was detected in her
hip. In 2006 she was diagnosed with a brain
tumour, initially thought inoperable.
Emmett died in 2006, eight years after she
was diagnosed. She underwent radiotherapy
after having the tumour removed but was
diagnosed with secondary bone cancer in
2001.
Kylie Minogue was diagnosed in 2005
when she was 36. Mingoue had a lump
removed from her breast in May 2005
followed by radiotherapy and chemotherapy.
She turned 40 last month, is back performing
and touring the world.

Settle it on the field

Hit: Clockwise from
main, Jane McGrath
first developed
breast cancer at the
age of 31; Belinda
Emmett diagnosed
at 24; Kylie
Minogue was 36

In an interview on Ellen DeGeneres’s talk
show in the US, Minogue revealed she had
initially been misdiagnosed, and told the
lump in her breast was not cancerous.
Minogue’s cancer was not diagnosed until
she sought a second opinion, which she
encouraged women to do. ‘‘If you have any
doubt, go back again,’’ she said.
It was during the ’90s that breast cancer
rose in the public consciousness. The first
studies were emerging that screening improved detection, and could save lives, which
led to the establishment of the national breast
screen program.
New treatments also emerged at this time,
particularly studies showing chemotherapy
was effective in treating breast cancer.
The drug tamoxifen was also proven
effective in treating women with oestrogen
receptor positive cancer, between two-thirds
and three-quarters of breast cancer cases.
Zorbas also cites the establishment in
Australia of the then National Breast Cancer
Centre for providing the first guidelines for
treating breast cancer based on the evidence.
Until that time, breast cancer treatment
varied enormously between doctors and
places, and was carried out by general
oncologists and surgeons.
The NBCC promoted breast cancer as a
sub-specialty among doctors but also gave
women the right information to ensure they
received the best treatment.
But while detection and treatment is better

than ever, doctors still have few clues to how
to prevent breast cancer. Unlike lung cancer
where the biggest risk factor, smoking, can be
changed, the biggest risk factor for breast
cancer is age.
The older a women gets, the more likely
she is to develop the disease. As the body and
its cells age, the risk of damage to genetic
material increases and the cells’ ability to
divide and replicate is compromised. Mistakes occur and sometimes these develop into
cancer.
Other factors confer an incremental risk,
including being of higher socioeconomic
status and living in affluent countries. Better
diets available in well-off societies means
menstruation starts earlier and finishes later,
with menopause delayed. The longer exposure to the menstrual cycle and its hormone
chances increase the risk of breast cancer.
Better nourishment is also making women
taller, with height also a risk factor. Having
fewer children later in life, particularly after
the age of 30, also increases a woman’s risk.
Drinking alcohol is also linked to increased
risk, rising 7 per cent if a woman drinks one
glass a day, while being overweight after
menopause is a risk factor.
Few environmental factors are known, and
scientists are still investigating the cluster of
breast cancer cases that broke out at the ABC
broadcast headquarters in Brisbane and the
Women’s and Children’s Hospital in Adelaide.

Over the past 12 years, 16 women working
at the ABC’s studios in Toowong in Brisbane
have been diagnosed with breast cancer, six
times higher than average. An investigation
last year by leading cancer epidemiologist
Bruce Armstrong was unable to find any
cause and the NBOCC is still investigating.
Earlier this year, a study revealed a higher
than expected number of cancer cases among
staff at the Queen Victoria building of the
Women’s and Children’s Hospital, with nine
more cases of breast cancer than would be
expected.
Such high-profile cases provide few answers about breast cancer, and some can send
mixed messages. Breast cancer researchers
refer to the ‘‘Kylie effect’’ that followed the
singer’s diagnosis in 2005. Early figures
suggest fewer women aged 50 to 69 are
having mammograms, with Minogue’s diagnosis sending a mixed message about the
women most at risk.
A study published this month in the
International Journal of Epidemiology, based
on Medicare figures, shows that after Minogue’s diagnosis there was a large increase in
the number of women aged 25 to 44 years
referred for a breast screening. The number of
breast biopsies increased from about 3600 a
month before Minogue announced she had
cancer to 5500 a month at the height of the
publicity about her condition.
Breast ultrasound and biopsy rates
increased 33 per cent but the number of cases

of breast cancer detected did not change.
Unfortunately for the under-40s, there’s
no early detection tests effective in younger
women, with mammograms not recommended until women turn 40. Younger breast
tissue is denser, making it much more difficult
to see any early signs of cancer.
Breast cancer in younger women is like a
different disease. It is more aggressive and
often detected at a later stage, reducing the
chances of successful treatment. The only
early warning system available to younger
women is their own eyes, hands and
knowledge of their bodies.
Zorbas says any change to the breast
should be reported to a doctor. Women
should not only look for a pea or single lump,
but areas of lumpiness. Basically any change
to the nipple or skin should be checked
including redness, puckering, dimpling, nipples inverting or changing shape, a discharge
from a nipple, and unusual persistent pain in
one breast not related to the menstrual cycle.
One in eight women will be diagnosed with
breast cancer before the age of 85 with about
12,000 women diagnosed in Australia each
year.
Survival rates are poorest among younger
women. Zorbas says women who develop the
disease in their 60s or 70s are more likely to
die of other things than breast cancer.
About 70 per cent of women younger than
20 and 80 per cent of women in their 20s are
alive five years after diagnosis.
The prognosis for women in their 30s is
slightly better, with about 85 per cent alive
after five years, but this rises to 90 per cent for
women aged 40 to 69 years.
A group of young women in the US who
developed breast cancer before they turned
35 were so concerned by the lack of
information and resources they formed the
Young Survival Coalition to raise awareness
that the disease was not just one suffered by
older women.
Younger women are not well represented
in treatment trials yet face a different set of
issues, such as the loss of fertility from
chemotherapy, inability to breastfeed and
early menopause. But survival rates for all
patients continue to increase and Zorbas says
treatments are improving all the time, with
more and more available every couple of
years.
‘‘Breast cancer is now being coined a
chronic disease for many women rather than
an acute or fatal disease,’’ she says. ‘‘Even for
women who have the disease that’s spread to
other parts of the body, their outlook is
significantly improved (compared to) even
five years ago because of advances in
treatment.’’
Justine Ferrari is a senior writer on The
Australian.

DESPITE the ongoing talks between
Queensland Nationals leader Lawrence
Springborg and former Howard minister
and new Queensland Liberal president Mal
Brough that may eventually see a Liberal
National party of Queensland established,
things aren’t always rosy between the two
parties, particularly in the junior ranks. The
Young Nats reckon the Young Libs are a
bunch a sissy city types and the Young Libs
reckon the Young Nats do unspeakable
things with sheep. Given this mutual
respect, a rugby match between the two
groups at the Wests Rugby Club ground in
Brisbane on July 5 promises to be an
enthusiastic and bloody affair. Young Nats
president David Goodwin will captain the
country boys and the Young Libs state
president Shane Goodwin is hoping to lead
his side to glory. The match kicks off at
3pm, so everyone can enjoy a few beers
after the game before heading for Suncorp
Stadium to watch the second Test between
the Wallabies and Les Bleus.

Royal hat-trick
THE betting at Royal Ascot is usually
confined to the course, but it was the
Queen’s choice of hat which sparked a
frenzy on Ladies’ Day. With the dress code
for the Royal Enclosure endorsing
feathered ‘‘fascinators’’ for the first time,
rumours abounded that our sovereign
would break with tradition and opt for a
flighty modern headdress. Bookmaker
William Hill reported backing for the
fascinator, while other punters
concentrated on the colour, with Paddy
Power slashing the odds on red from 20-1
to 1-3 following a rush of bets. But when the
royal party made its way along the straight
in its horse-drawn carriages, Her Maj was
wearing a pastel blue hat by Philip
Somerville that looked not unlike an
upturned saucepan. Fashion experts said it
was a perfect colour match for her Stewart
Parvin dress and coat. But did she really
need to poke out her tongue at the nosy
photographers?

Impudent tongue: Her Majesty

Trainer pulls up lame
AND what a week for Australian trainer
Joe Janiak and his brilliant sprinter
Takeover Target at Royal Ascot. A second
and a fourth place and then on Saturday an
invitation for Janiak to watch a race with
Her Maj from her private box. It was a
painful experience; earlier in the week TT
stood on Joe’s foot and broke his big toe.
Painkillers made it only slightly easier to
squeeze into a shoe, hell at any time for a
bloke who loves his thongs. And on Friday
night the security guard had failed to turn
up at the stables where TT was being kept.
Joe being Joe, he slept in a car parked at the
gate. But the eight-year-old gelding is
worth it; bought for $1250 at a dispersal sale
in Sydney in 2003, he’s won the Coffs
Harbour knockabout more than $5.5
million and his career isn’t over yet. Janiak
will decide this week whether to take TT to
the Darley July Cup at Newmarket and to
Japan in September. If not, it’s three weeks
in quarantine and home for a spell.

Punters to walk for cash

Bring back Zeppelins and create an air way to heaven
T

HE best thing about the peak oil
apocalypse, which I predicted in The
Australian last month (Bleak at the
peak but the slick shall survive), will be the
return of dirigible travel.
When we last left our hero I was about to
head to my survivalist compound in the hills
armed with an assault rifle and a breeding
pair of females.
But it looks like the breakdown of society
is taking a bit longer than I thought, so I
popped back into the office to call my broker
and buy Graf Zeppelin shares.
Do you know how long it takes to get to
London by solar-powered airship? Neither do
I, but I’d be surprised if it was less than two
weeks. New York would be an easy week or
so, San Francisco a few days. They could have
floorshows emceed by that Hindenburg guy
. . . is he still alive?

JONATHAN
PORTER
THE WRY SIDE
It would put an end to being shoved into a
torture chamber for 24 hours to get to
Europe.
Instead there will be huge cabins (‘‘Lay out
my gloves, top hat, cane and tails, I’m
heading to the bar before dinner’’) in our
clean solar-powered Zeppelins.
There will be stopovers in Singapore,
touching down gently on the lawn at Raffles
for a Singapore sling or two, then heading up
through Ceylon (apparently populated by a
proud people with a proud bearing, a credit to
their race), the Ottoman Empire and Prussia.

You could take the high road to China
(‘‘lay out my having-a-drink-before-cocktails
bag of fruit’’).
You could bring the family along, not
forgetting to take your gentleman’s
gentleman, nanny and an au pair or two to lay
out your smoking jacket (au pair of course is
a French term meaning ‘‘for daddy’’).
It’d be a return to a gentler, more civilised
age, and a far cry from a cruise ship holiday
— where sex-starved bogans hopped up on
crystal meth shag relentlessly in the corridors
— and free of the boredom of a luxury cruise.
I’ve never taken a luxury cruise but I’ve
read plenty of reviews. They all begin: ‘‘As I
settled my ample fundament into the
deckchair/seat at the captain’s table/
hammock/heated toilet seat/goose-down
pillows.’’
Our cricketers used to take a month to get

to England to give the mother country a good
flogging.
Our plucky early colonists took six months
to get here and we got a better selection of
breeding stock before jumbos began dumping
600 or so fiends a minute straight from hell
holes all over the planet to be turned loose in
our choked and overcrowded cities.
I think of jumbos as time machines,
bringing people from different times and
depositing them in 21st century Australia.
People came to the present day from
Elizabethan times (China), the Dark Ages
(Africa), 632AD (the Middle East), the Stone
Age (the Balkans), the mistress age (Italy and
France) and the 2050s, (Europe and
California).
We don’t actually need to get to the other
side of the planet in a day and spend a week
recovering from jet lag, the bends, deep

vein thrombosis and alcohol poisoning.
And not that it’s important to me, but
dirigible travel is also environmentally
friendly. We all know the greenies never
wanted cheap air travel, which allowed the
unwashed to experience other lands.
Deep down the merlot moderates thought
they were the only ones allowed to steep
themselves in other cultures (read go places
so they could bore the rest of our arses off) by
chugging around in an old Kombi while
spreading social diseases on the cheap.
Any normal traveller would blow all their
dough in Paris. But an ageing hippy baby
boomer could spend six months in Europe
and come back with more money than they
left with.
So lay out my being-condescending-tothe-natives outfit and round up my au pairs,
I’ll be at Raffles by next Tuesday.

ANTI-GAMBLING advocate Nick
Xenophon plans to move a private
member’s bill banning ATMs from pubs
and clubs with poker machines as one of
his first acts after he takes his seat in the
Senate tomorrow week. The South
Australian says the problem of easy access
to cash around poker machines tops his
agenda. ‘‘I’ve been heartened by what the
PM has said about the impact of poker
machines. He knows what the impact is on
families.’’

Sienna taken by Rusty
BRITISH actor Sienna Miller clearly
doesn’t share the same opinion of Russell
Crowe as US comedian Joan Rivers. While
Rivers last week used four-letter words to
describe Rusty, Miller says the chance of
starring alongside him in the new Robin
Hood film is ‘‘as good as it gets’’. Miller
will play Maid Marian opposite Crowe’s
Sheriff of Nottingham in Ridley Scott’s
remake of the famous tale.
strewth@theaustralian.com.au

