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Ne w foe to att ack lung cancer
______________________________________

640 patients across Cana da will be recruit e d fo r co mbin ed-dr ug the r apy

BY PAUL TAYLOR
Me dical Reporter

A diagn osi s of lung canc e r is often a death
sent enc e. Eve n if the tum our is det e ct e d
early and rem ove d surgically, the cancer can
re appear els ewhe re in the body.

Fewe r than half of thes e patients are stil l
aliv e fiv e ye ars after sur ger y.

Bu t now, Cana dian res earche rs hope to
in cre ase the sur viv a l odds of lung-canc e r
patients wit h a new combin ed-dr ug the r apy.
At medical cent res across Cana da, res ear-
che rs pla n to recruit a tot al 640 lung-canc e r
patients for a maj or study of the exper imen-
tal approach.

"We want to see a cure – not just mak ing
them liv e si x or sev en mon ths longe r", said
Dr. Franc es Sh epherd, chair woman of the
lu ng-canc e r co mmitt e e of the Nation a l Can-
cer Ins titute of Cana da’s cli nical-trials group.

The $3. -millio n, fou r-year study is bei ng
or ganized by the Nation a l Canc e r Institute,
and is financ e d largely by pharmaceuti c a l
co mpany Bur rou ghs Wel lco m e Inc.

Dr. Shepherd exp lain ed that lung canc e r is
ex tremely diffic ult to tre at, par tly becau se
canc e rou s cells can bre a k off from the main
tumour and then can be car rie d to othe r
parts of the body throu gh the blood ves s els
that run throu gh the lungs.

Su rgeon s cu t ou t the visib le tum our, but
there’s no way of knowing whether a mic r o-
scopic cancerou s cell alrea dy has broke n
aw ay. To cou nter this threat, docto rs hav e
tr ied to dest roy any linge ring canc e r cells
with powe rful drugs.

This chemo the r apy has met wit h only lim-
it e d su ccess becau se the anti-lung-canc e r
dr ugs are so tox ic many patients can’t tole r-
at e them . Si mply put, many patients can’t
st ay on the drugs long enoug h fo r them to
have an effect.

Bu t Cana dian res eache rs think that a new
dr ug combin ation – involv ing vin orelbin e
and cisplatin – can ove rco m e this obs tacle to
ef fective tre atment,

Vi norel bin e, marke ted by Bur rou ghs un-
de r the brand name Nav elbin e, is a new drug
that appears to produ c e le ss nau sea and
vo m iting than othe r anticanc e r me dication s.

Ci s p latin has a prove n re co r d in fighting
lu ng canc e r, but it is not wel l tole r ated by
mos t patients.

By giv ing the two drugs in alt e rnating pe-
riods, doct ors hope they wil l be able to hav e
a tre atment that combin es the best aspects
of bot h.

"Not only does it hav e to work, it has to
be tole r ated by patients," said Dr. Jean Via l-
le t, directo r of the department of oncol ogy
at Mon tre a l Gene r al Hospi tal and princip al
re searche r of the proje ct. "And the re is rea-
son to believe from other wor k that this
fo rm of chemo the r apy can have an imp act."

Dr. Shepherd agreed . Sh e noted that the
vi norel bin e-cisplatin combin ation has been
give n to patients in advanc e d st age s of the
disease, and it inc rea s ed their sur viv a l by
seve r al mon ths. The res earche rs hope to do
ev en better in patients in the early stage s of
lu ng canc e r.

"C a n we cure all of them? " aske d Dr.

Sh epherd, directo r of medical oncol ogy at
To ron t o Ho spi tal. "We hav e to be hon est:
probably not. But if we can cure 10 per
cent more, that transla tes into thousands and
thou s a n ds of liv es sav ed."

Patients recruit e d fo r the study wil l be div i-
de d in t o two groups, wit h only one receiv ing
the exper iment al dr ug tre atment, whi c h will
la st for 16 weeks. The res earche rs wil l then
obs erve the long-ter m surviv a l rates of the
two groups.

All the patients who take par t in the study
will have been diagn ose d with early-stage,
non-sm all-cel l lu ng canc e r. This is the mos t
co mmon type, accou nting for 75 to 80 per
cent of all cases. Of thes e ca s es, 85 per
cent res ult from smoking.

Last year, 11,000 men and 5,600 women
died of lung canc e r in Cana da. Wit h mo re
women smoking, their death rates from the
disease are expected to ris e.

As par t of the study, the res earche rs als o
will be cre ating a "tum our bank" for fur the r
wo rk on the imp act of gen eti c mu t ation s in
lu ng canc e r. In par ticular, they wil l be look-
ing for the pre senc e of a geneti c defe ct
know n as the ras mutation. Earli er gen eti c
re search has sugge s ted that people wit h this
mu t ation hav e a hig her risk of the disease
retur ning after treatment. Many of them are
dea d within a year.

"C a n we alt e r that dre adf ul cou rse for that
gr oup of patients?" Dr. Shepherd aske d. "We
don’t know the answe r, but in five years we
ho pe we wil l."
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