Breast Cancer Support Gibraltar (58008944)
OK ladies...here’s an explanation in layman’s terms (I hope) on risk and breast cancer rates, after the findings that the UK and Gibraltar have a 1 in 8 chance of women developing breast cancer.  Breast cancer is the most common cancer in women in Gibraltar, the UK and many other western nations and has been increasing over the decades due to better detection, better diagnosis and increased life expectancy.

We still don’t know what the exact causes of breast cancer are or why some people get breast cancer and others don’t.  Research suggests that breast cancer is caused by a combination of many different things...

Absolute Risks...
· The biggest contributory factor to getting breast cancer is exposure to oestrogen

· 80% of breast cancers are triggered by oestrogen, (10-15% are triggered by HER2 receptors on cancer cells attracting growth proteins; some of these breast cancers are also triggered by oestrogen )

· This is why breast cancer is really a female disease (female animals get mammary cancer too)

· This is why the older you are the more likely you are to get breast cancer, because your body has been exposed to more of your oestrogen for a longer period of time

· Post-menopausal women still produce oestrogen because the androgens in their fat cells get converted to oestrogen by an enzyme called ‘aromatase’

· 5-10% of breast cancers are triggered by one of three faulty identified breast cancer genes: BRCA1, BRCA2 & TP53 (again some of these breast cancers are also triggered by oestrogen & HER2)

· Faulty genes are passed on through the family and can be investigated further (genetic testing) when:
·  two or more close relatives have contracted breast cancer 
· one or more close relatives who have had breast cancer before the age of 40 
· close relatives who have had breast cancer and others who have had ovarian cancer 
· one close relative who has had breast cancer in both breasts (bilateral) or who’s had breast and ovarian cancer 
· a male relative who’s had breast cancer

· Genetics can affect whole ethnic populations, e.g. Belgium shows high levels of breast cancer.  According to Mr Gramma (Consultant General Surgeon & GHA Breast Clinic Consultant), Belgium has a large percentage of Ashkenazi Jewish ancestry which carries in its gene pool a higher than normal rate of faulty breast cancer genes

Why breast cancer incidences are increasing over time in modern, Western countries...

· If we lived to 150, most women would eventually develop breast cancer

· We are living longer and therefore more women are living to develop breast cancer, luckily 80% of them are surviving it thanks to raised awareness, screening & better treatment
· Breast screening programmes all over the modern world detect breast cancers at an earlier stage and detect others that may have gone unnoticed 
· Certain factors can increase our exposure to our own oestrogen, therefore we can slightly increase our chances of developing breast cancer when:

· We  start our periods at an early age (those starting menarche at 10 could have slightly higher risk of breast cancer than those who started at 15)

· Likewise, those who have a late menopause (e.g. at 55), can have a slightly higher risk than those who had their menopause at 48

· Taking Hormone Replacement Therapy (HRT) has shown to increase risk again, there is still conflicting evidence about whether the Oral Contraceptive (pill) increases breast cancer risk

· Time spent with pregnancy & breast feeding also lowers your levels of oestrogen therefore:

· the younger you are when you have your first child

· the more children you have

· and the longer you breast feed for... all lower your chances slightly of developing breast cancer

· Other risk factors are: having certain benign breast disease & being exposed to high levels of radiation

Relative Risk...
· Doctors have been telling us for years to lead healthy lives, and this is how it helps breast cancer risk...it is about how they impact on our levels of oestrogen:

· Being overweight (especially after menopause) increases risk slightly as there are more fat cells converting androgens to oestrogen (see above)

· Exercise lowers your breast cancer risk because it lowers oestrogen levels (unnaturally excessive exercise can actually stops some women’s periods!)

· According to Cancer Research UK, alcohol increases sex hormones (oestrogen) therefore going over the acceptable limits of 2 units a day, could increase breast cancer risk

· According to Breast Cancer Care UK’s leaflet on ‘Breast Cancer Risk’: “Having one or more risk factors might mean that the likelihood of you developing breast cancer is only slightly greater than if you didn’t have these risk factors.  One person may have many risk factors and not develop breast cancer, while another may have very few risk factors and be diagnosed with the disease.”

Breast cancer always seems to be in the news and you’ll often see headlines that something ‘causes’ or is ‘linked to’ breast cancer.  But when you look behind these headlines the true story can be very different.  Some of the news stories are based on limited or questionable research, or involve only a small number of people.  Sometimes the results are presented in an exaggerated or misleading way and the risk itself (if proved at all) is very small.  Let me quote from Breakthrough Breast Cancer’s leaflet on ‘Breast Cancer Risk Factors: the Facts’:

“Lots of studies have looked at the link between chemicals in our environment and breast cancer. Overall, there is currently no good evidence that normal exposure to environmental chemicals increases the risk of breast cancer. 

It is thought to take many years for most breast cancers to develop and it is very difficult to work out what chemicals women with breast cancer have been exposed to over 10, 20 or even 30 years before their breast cancer is detected. It is also hard to isolate the effects of individual chemicals on breast cancer risk when we are exposed to low levels of thousands of chemicals during our lifetime. 

Breast cancer is likely to be caused by many factors, and we don’t know how the complex interactions between an individual’s lifestyle, environment and genes contribute to breast cancer development. It may not be possible to unravel the effects of any one particular chemical from the rest of these factors or other chemicals we may be exposed to.”
Always Be Breast Aware and Please Attend Routine Breast Screening When Invited
