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Down syndrom e cuts cancer risk
______________________________________

Ne w study says ext r a chromoso m e prot e cts the body, cel ls seem slowe r to repli c ate

BY ANDRÉ PICA RD
PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTER

People wit h Down syn drome are one -tent h
as likely to get most types of canc e r as
thos e in the gen eral popula t ion, according to
a study.

Re searche rs say the dramati c differenc e
li kely is due to a combin ation of facto rs but
that the finding cou ld provi de clu es in how
to fight a broad rang e of canc e rs.

Dr. Quanhe Yang of the Nation a l Cent e r
on Bir th Defects and Dev elo pment Disabi-
li tie s at the U.S. Cent e rs for Dis ease Con trol
and Preve n tio n said the finding is unexpec-
ted and exc iting but that more res earch is
ne e ded . He said the re are three facto rs that
coul d ex pla in lowe r canc e r rates in people
with Dow n sy ndrome:

• They hav e an ext r a co py of chromoso m e
21. While that cau ses a number of phy sical
and mental problems, it means the re are ex-
tra tum our-sup pre sso r ge nes;

• The cel ls of people wit h the syn drome
se em to repli c ate more slowly than do cel ls
of people wit hou t the dis order, cre ating les s
opportun ity for mutation s, often at the root
of canc e rs;

• Envi ron ment al influe n ces. Ver y fe w peo -
ple wit h Down syn drome smoke or drink,
and becau se they tend to have int estin a l
proble ms, they often eat ver y healthy die ts.

The study, pub lis hed in today’s edition of
The Lan cet, is the mos t ex tensive look eve r
at the caus es of death among people wit h
Down syn drome, a co mmon but lit tle -stud -
ie d chromoso ma l diso r der.

Dr. Yang’s study rev eals a stunning life-ex-
pect anc y in cre ase in one gen eration. From
1982 to 1997, the ave r age age at death of

people wit h the syn drome jumped to 49
ye ars from 25. In the gen eral popula t ion,
li fe expectanc y is abou t 80.

Su e Flet che r, chair woman of the Canadian
Down Syn drome Socie ty, said that the data
refle ct what she obs erves in the com mun ity:
"People are liv ing longe r and liv ing better".
Sh e att rib u t e d the gains to parent al advocacy,
which has led to better medical care and to
the int egr ation of people wit h Down syn -
drome into the com mun ity.

"I know I’m raisi ng my son [Marc, age d
15] to be a produ ctive member of socie ty. I
know that inclu sio n is essentia l to his
health ," Ms. Fle tche r said.

Sh e said that longe r li fe expectanc y high -
lig hts glaring gaps in the oppor tun ities and
se rvi ces for people wit h deve lopment al dis-
abilit ies – and their caregive rs – that urgent-
ly need to be addre sse d.

While the life expectanc y of people wit h
Down syn drome compare s poorly to that of
the gen eral popula t ion, it was unheard of for
people wit h a sev ere dev elo pment al dis-
ability to liv e in t o mature adult hood.

Fifty years ago, more than half of babies
born wit h the syn drome died before they
re ache d on e ye ar of age, and often infants
we re left to die ins tea d of bei ng treated for
thei r me dical condition s.

Abou t on e in eve ry 800 babies is bor n
with Dow n sy ndrome. It is the lea ding cau se
of dev elo pment al disabilit ies. An estim ated
42,000 Cana dians liv e with the con d ition.

A person wit h Down syn drome has 47
chromoso m e s in each cel l in stead of 46.
This lea ds to a ple tho r a of health problems,
in clu ding cardiov ascular dis ease, thy roi d prob -
le ms, gastroi ntestin a l diso r ders, visio n and
hearing problems and Alzhei mer’s dis ease.

The vast maj ority of people wit h the syn -
drome die of heart failu r e becaus e of conge -
nital malfo rmation s of the heart. The re-
search fou nd that the death rate from this
caus e is as much as 80 tim e s greater than in
the gen eral popula t ion.

While people wit h Down syn drome have
mu ch lowe r rates of mos t types of canc e rs,
the study fou nd that the likelihood of their
ge tting testicular canc e r or leukemia is far
higher than in the gen eral popula t ion.
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Cancer type Odd s of death

Oral 5%

St o mach 13%

Colo -re ct al 8%

Live r 41%

Panc reati c 14 %

Lung 2%

Sk in 6%

Br east 4%

Cervical N/A

Uter ine 22%

Ov arian 7%

Pros tat e 8%

Te s ticular 323%

Bl adder 20%

Kidn ey 8%

Br ain 9%

Ly m phati c 17 %

Lowe r risk of cancer
People wit h Down syn drome have dramati-
cally lowe r rates of canc e r, in par t becaus e
the con d ition seems to giv e them ext r a can -
cer-fighting gen es. The fol low ing table lists

types of canc e r and the odds a person wit h the
sy ndrome wil l die of the cancer compare d to
a person wit hou t the chromoso ma l diso r der.
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