	Chemotherapy after surgery helps lung cancer patients live longer, study shows
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Edmonton — A new study headed by an Alberta surgeon has found that lung cancer patients can live longer after surgery if they also get chemotherapy.

At the American Society of Clinical Oncologists annual meeting in New Orleans this weekend, Dr. Tim Winton reported that the five-year survival rate in the group of patients who took chemotherapy was 15 per cent greater than those who had surgery alone.

His groundbreaking seven-year study, co-ordinated by the National Cancer Institute of Canada's Clinical Trials Group, involved 482 patients in Canada and the United States. It will likely change the standard of care for operable lung cancer, which until now has been surgery alone followed by monitoring.

The study also showed that the post-surgical treatment with the chemotherapy drugs vinorelbine and cisplatin significantly increased overall survival — almost eight years, compared to six years.

"It's the best news for lung cancer patients in a long time," says Dr. Barbara Whylie, chief executive officer of the Canadian Cancer Society, which funded the study.

Dr. Winton says lung cancer is generally regarded as a lethal disease for good reason. It's the most commonly diagnosed solid organ cancer today in men and women and has the highest mortality rate of all such cancers.

Tom Blowers, a retired research director who is now 68, volunteered for the clinical trial after his diagnosis four years ago. He ended up in the group who got a once-a-week, 16-week course of two chemotherapy drugs given soon after surgery.

Mr. Blowers says his friends thought he was crazy when he told them he was getting chemo after his surgery. But he sailed through it with no ill effects and so far remains cancer-free. A smoker for most of his adult life, he hasn't had a cigarette in five years, and says he feels great.

His attitude doesn't hurt either.

"It isn't something I'd chose to have, but if you've got it, you've got to deal with it," he says. "There's no sense moaning and groaning and complaining and saying woe is me and the rest of it, because you're probably going to live longer if you're happy and cheerful."

Previous attempts at using chemotherapy in lung cancer patients had produced survival benefits of no more than two to four or five per cent with significant toxic side-effects, Dr. Winton says. So the benefit wasn't seen as being worth going through nausea, hair loss and other effects of chemotherapy.

But this combination of drugs, supplemented with anti-nausea drugs and steroids, proved to be much easier on patients, with relatively few side-effects except a lingering numbness or tingling sensation experienced by some patients.

"In our wildest dreams, we would have been very happy with a 10 per cent survival benefit, and in fact we've surpassed that," says Dr. Winton.

"We've now been able to prove that treatment with chemotherapy doesn't knock your socks off and make you as sick as traditionally thought of and yet is effective."

The good news comes at a time when lung cancer cases are expected to rise because of an aging population that also has a significant smoking history.

In 2004, an estimated 21,700 new cases of lung cancer are expected to be diagnosed in Canada

