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Coping with colorectal cancer

It is the top cancer among men, but many are diagnosed only at later stages of the disease
The Straits Times - 25 May 2022 - C1 - Amrita Kaur amritak@sph.com.sg

Film director Desmond Tan found out he had stage 4 colorectal cancer three years ago. The cancer had spread
from his colon to his liver and surrounding lymph nodes.
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He started to feel severe and sharp pain in his lower abdomen, and had blood in his stools a few months before he
was diagnosed.

He was also unable to pass motion properly despite going to the toilet five to six times a day, says the 47-year-
old, who is married and has two sons aged four and six.

“The feeling was like knives digging into my intestines: sharp and non-stop. I would often break out in cold
sweat and had to stop myself from screaming,” he says.

Colorectal cancer is the cancer of the colon (large intestine) and the rectum, which is the passageway connecting
the colon to the anus.

It is the most common cancer among men and the second most common cancer among women in Singapore after
breast cancer.

The number of people diagnosed with colorectal cancer here has increased over the years, according to figures
from the Singapore Cancer Registry Annual Report 2014 and 2019. Cases among men went up from 5,101 over
2010 to 2014 to 6,436 over 2015 to 2019. Among women, cases increased from 4,219 to 5,253 over the same period.
Two of three hospitals and clinics that The Straits Times checked with saw a rise in colorectal cancer cases last
year.

Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical director and consultant medical oncologist at Singapore Medical Group’s The Can-
cer Centre, treated 20 to 30 per cent more colorectal cancer patients last year, compared with 2019.

Similarly, Singapore General Hospital (SGH) has seen a 20 per cent rise in cases last year from 2020.

Dr Isaac Seow-En, a consultant at its department of colorectal surgery, says many patients chose to reschedule
their appointments to avoid the hospital in 2020 during the pandemic.

He notes that despite national colorectal cancer screening programmes, about 60 per cent of cases are diagnosed
at later stages, citing findings from the Singapore Cancer Registry Annual Report 2019.

Colorectal cancer usually starts with growths of tissue called polyps on the inner lining of the colon or rectum,
which may develop into cancer over time.

https://www.pressreader.com/singapore/the-straits-times/20220525/282531547020339/textview 12


Public User
Highlight


5/25/22, 12:54 PM Coping with colorectal cancer

Polyps, Dr Seow-En explains, often do not cause symptoms, and those with stage 1 or 2 colorectal cancer may feel
well.

People with stage 3 and 4 cancers are far more likely to have symptoms including blood in the stools, changes to
bowel habits, abdominal discomfort or pain, and loss of weight or appetite.

In some cases, however, patients with late-stage cancer may not exhibit symptoms.

Dr Quah Hak Mien, a consultant colorectal and general surgeon at Gleneagles Hospital, recently saw a business-
man in his mid-50s for late-stage colorectal cancer.

“He was very shocked when he heard the report because he felt well and had no symptoms,” says Dr Quah.
Colorectal cancer is preventable, doctors stress. One of the main ways to do so is through screening for those aged
50 and above.

The assessment for colorectal cancer starts with a thorough history taking and physical examination by a doctor.
Dr Seow-En explains that faecal collection kits 1 ook for microscopic blood in the stool, which may suggest
colorectal polyps or cancer.

“While stool tests are noninvasive and safe for patients, they are not 100 per cent accurate, and if positive,
patients are usually referred to a specialist for further confirmatory tests,” he says.

Of these, the most common test performed is a colonoscopy, which can detect polyps that are potentially pre-
cancerous.

Dr Seow-En says it may take as long as 10 years for a small polyp to develop into cancer, hence the removal of the
polyp during this period can prevent cancer from developing.

“As a colorectal surgeon, I have removed several thousand polyps from patients, and I would like to think that
many cancers have been prevented in this way,” he adds.

Early detection is important in increasing the success of treatment. Patients treated at stage 1 or 2 have a greater
than 80 or 90 per cent chance of surviving more than five years after their treatment, notes Dr Seow-En.

For Mr Tan, who directs commercials, treatment started with four cycles of chemotherapy before surgery to
remove 30cm of colon and surrounding lymph nodes, as well as 3.5cm of the tumour. He then went for another
four cycles of chemotherapy.

Unfortunately, almost nine months after his diagnosis, scans showed that the cancer had progressed and meta-
stasised to the peritoneum, the thin membrane surrounding the abdominal organs.

Mr Tan had to undergo chemotherapy and surgery again to treat the cancer.

In October 2020, he was declared to be in remission when a check-up showed no evidence of the disease.

Mr Tan says his 42-year-old wife has been his main pillar of support: “It was her strength that kept me alive and
kicking. Even though she was holding down a full-time job and looking after our two boys, she still had to worry
and think about me.”

He used to eat a lot of fast food and instant noodles, but now stays away from processed food and consumes more
vegetables, tofu and beans.

Mr Tan has also become an advocate for early cancer screening.

He says: “Colorectal cancer does not creep up suddenly. It takes a long time to develop and is a cancer that can be
arrested early. I wish that I had gone for a screening much earlier. Who knows, a few months earlier and it might
not have been stage 4?”

SYMPTOMS

The feeling was like knives digging into my intestines: sharp and non-stop. I would often break out in cold sweat
and had to stop myself from screaming. ’’

FILM DIRECTOR DESMOND

TAN, who had stage 4 colorectal cancer

SOMETIMES NO SYMPTOMS

He was very shocked when he heard the report because he felt well and had no symptoms.
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DR QUAH HAK MIEN on a businessman in his mid-50s whom he saw for late-stage colorectal cancer
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