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For this 78-year-old pa tient, it seemed like the end of the line. His bat tle with can cer started
two years ago when he was �rst di ag nosed with early stage ton sil can cer. Within six to eight
months, the dis ease had al ready spread to his lungs.

The pa tient re ceived chemo ther apy and ra di a tion therapy, and for a time, the can cer seemed
to have re sponded to the treat ments. But less than half a year after the last cy cle, the can cer
came back.
This is one un for tu nate case of head and neck can cer, which cov ers can cers of the mouth,
nose, si nuses, sali vary glands, throat and lymph nodes in the neck.
“In head and neck can cer, over 90 per cent of pa tients come in the early stages of the dis ease,
be cause usu ally symp toms are in the mouth, the throat, or in the neck lymph node, which
can eas ily be seen,” said Prof. Morteza Aghmesheh, an on col o gist and can cer re searcher from
the Wol lon gong Hospi tal in Aus tralia.
“Our prob lem is the rate of re cur rence – it is very high. In more than half of the pa tients, the
can cer re curs, and only 40 per cent of the pa tients get to live for �ve more years,” he added.
Morteza shared these in a re cently-held sym po sium at tended by can cer ex perts, clin i cians,
and stake hold ers such as the De part ment of Health and the Philip pine Al liance of Pa tient Or -
ga ni za tions, to dis cuss up dates and in no va tions on early can cer de tec tion, treat ment, and
pa tient and care giver sup port.
Dur ing his shar ing on head and neck can cer, Aghmesheh said that un der usual cir cum -
stances, this 78-year-old pa tient would be out of op tions: “Only �ve per cent of head and
neck can cer pa tients re spond to the sec ond line of chemo ther apy, and the me dian life ex -
pectancy is down to six months. Also, given his his tory, this pa tient was no longer a can di -
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date for ra di a tion and he was not a can di date for surgery. This pa tient would have been
dead.”
For tu nately, he re ceived a new form of can cer therapy that was ap proved around the time
that his relapse was dis cov ered. This treat ment was called im munother apy and it was ap plied
through an im mune check point blocker called pem brolizumab. Un like the mech a nism of
chemo ther apy, im munother apy �ghts the can cer by en abling the im mune sys tem to rec og -
nize and �ght can cer cells.
To day, two years after his �rst im munother apy treat ment started, the pa tient is alive and
shows no symp toms, Aghmesheh re ported.
“The in ter est ing thing about im munother apy is, when a pa tient is re spon sive to it, he or she
will usu ally con tinue to re ceive ben e �ts from the treat ment. So when you fol low these pa -
tients for two years, you’ll �nd that 70 to 80 per cent of them re main re spon sive to the treat -
ment. That is not the case with chemo,” Aghmesheh said.
The di� er ence, he ex plained, is that chemo ther apy di rectly tar gets the can cer cells in a
process that also harms other healthy cells, in evitably caus ing a mul ti tude of un due e� ects.
Im munother apy, on the other hand, strength ens the im mune sys tem so it is able to �ght the
can cer. The im mune sys tem re mem bers the can cer cells and attacks them when the can cer
re curs.
A sec ond case de scribed by Aghmesheh in volved a 60-year-old pa tient — also di ag nosed
with can cer re cur rence — who had so much pain in his right jaw that he needed a high-dose
opi oid patch to drive up lev els of the feel-good hor mone dopamine. But even then, his pain
was poorly con trolled.
“After three rounds of pem brolizumab, he started to say, ‘I don’t feel any pain.’ So I started
to re duce his anal ge sia. Within four months, he was no longer on any painkiller. His scans
show his lymph nodes are con tin u ously shrink ing. There’s a good chance that in the next few
months he will have com plete re mis sion,” said Aghmesheh.
Aghmesheh added that sim i lar re sults are be ing seen in other �elds of can cer treat ment, such
as lung can cer and melanoma. Dis abling symp toms dis ap pear, some times as early as the sec -
ond or third dose. Most im por tantly, most of the pa tients that re spond pos i tively con tinue to
do so.
“In can cer treat ment, we are now talk ing about get ting a por tion of ad vanced can cer pa tients
that have high po ten tials of be ing cured and it was pre vi ously un heard of,” added
Aghmesheh.
To day, in the Philip pines, pem brolizumab is al ready ap proved for the treat ment of head and
neck squa mous cell car ci noma, non-small cell lung can cer, melanoma, gas tric can cer,
urothe lial can cer, and clas sic Hodgkin’s lym phoma. Po ten tial pa tients may con sult their
med i cal on col o gist to learn more about im munother apy.
For as sis tance, the Philip pine Char ity Sweep stakes O� ce (PCSO) is ac cept ing ap pli ca tions,
grant ing up to 55-per cent sub sidy to qual i �ed ap pli cants.


