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Food and Drug Ad min is tra tion (FDA) Di rec tor-Gen eral Nela Cha rade Puno last week
called on women to have reg u lar breast ex am i na tions, say ing “early cancer de tec tion
can save your lives.”
Puno made the re marks as she an nounced that her doc tors have agreed to let her re -
sume her reg u lar work rou tine af ter a brief rest fol low ing her breast surgery. This
came af ter she was di ag nosed with breast cancer early this year.
Ac cord ing to Puno, her suc cess ful bout with the Big “C” proved the value of reg u lar
med i cal ex am i na tions and the ben e �t of early cancer de tec tion.
“Surgery prac ti cally rids the pa tient of the cancer and which is why I elected to go for
one im me di ately,” Puno ex plained. “Sub se quent treat ments are meant to en sure
that the pos si bil ity of re cur rences is elim i nated or, at least, di min ished,” she added.
“I am for tu nate to have dis cov ered the cancer early and to ben e �t from avail able
med i cal in ter ven tion,” Puno said. “Had it not been dis cov ered early, the e� ec tive -
ness of cancer treat ments would have been sig ni�  cantly re duced,” she ex plained.
Puno ex plained that the oc cur rence of breast cancer are trig gered by var i ous causes.
“Un for tu nately, the pri mary risk fac tor is just that – be ing a wo man,” she said.
Other risk fac tors in clude obe sity, lack of phys i cal ex er cise, diet choices and lifestyle.
“Med i cal ex perts es ti mate that about 10 per cent of the cases of breast cancer in
women are due to genes,” Puno said. “In other words, it is hered i tary which was
what hap pened in my case,” Puno pointed out.
“In other words, my bout with cancer was due to what are called ‘�xed risk fac tors,’
or those over which an in di vid ual can do noth ing about,” she said. The other set of
risk fac tors are “mod i � able,” which means their e� ect can be re duced by chang ing
cer tain things like diet and lifestyle.
“There were ear lier con cerns that work pres sure may have trig gered the devel op -
ment of cancer in me,” Puno re called. The FDA head had said she had just been
through a “tough year,” hav ing laid down ma jor re forms in the agency she heads.
The phar macy board ex am i na tions top notcher re lated that she had just over hauled
many of the cru cial pub lic service sys tems and pro cesses in the FDA.
Among these were the re duc tion of the time re quired to process ap pli ca tions, par tic -
u larly for cer ti� cates of prod uct reg is tra tion. Puno also in sti tuted a cen tral ized sys -
tem for re ceiv ing and dis tribut ing doc u ments within the or ga ni za tion, as well as a
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process for re leas ing them. She ex plained that this was nec es sary to en sure that the
FDA is “lib er ated from un due in �u ence and pres sure from bro kers and �x ers.”
Puno also directed mas sive op er a tions against man u fac tur ers and re tail ers of fake,
coun ter feit and un reg is tered drugs and well ness prod ucts since these ex posed the
pub lic to se ri ous health risks. The op er a tions net ted close to R80 mil lion in con �s -
cated goods within a one-year pe riod.
“While these were re ally high-pres sure tasks, my doc tors said they had noth ing or
lit tle to do with the on set of breast cancer on my part,” Puno clar i �ed. “The vul ner a -
bil ity of my sit u a tion was due more to the fact that the risk runs in our fam ily,” she
said.
Women di ag nosed with breast cancer have choices as to their pre ferred sur gi cal in -
ter ven tion, Puno said. She ex plained that there are surg eries that in volve the re -
moval of all the breast tis sues or the re moval of just the tu mor and some sur round -
ing tis sues.


