
Can cer is a lead ing cause of sick ness and death in the Phil ip pines, impos ing a heavy socioeco -
nomic bur den on patients and their fam il ies. From Janu ary to June 2024, can cer was among the
top three causes of death in the coun try, account ing for 11% of the total deaths nation wide. Can cer
of the breast, lung, colon and rectum, and cer vix claim the greatest num ber of Filipino lives.

Feb ru ary is National Can cer Aware ness Month. Led by the Depart ment of Health (DoH) in col lab -
or a tion with local gov ern ment units, can cer-focused pro fes sional soci et ies, and aca demic insti -
tu tions, the annual observ ance aims to raise aware ness about can cer and its pre ven tion as well as
the import ance of early detec tion in improv ing out comes by provid ing care at the earli est pos sible
stage.
Pre ven tion offers the most cost-effect ive long-term strategy for the con trol of can cer. Between
30% and 50% of can cer deaths could be pre ven ted by modi fy ing or avoid ing key risk factors and
imple ment ing exist ing evid ence-based pre ven tion strategies, accord ing to the World Health
Organ iz a tion (WHO). These include avoid ing tobacco use, includ ing cigar ettes and smoke less
tobacco; main tain ing a healthy weight; eat ing a healthy diet with plenty of fruit and veget ables;
and exer cising reg u larly.
Also in the list are lim it ing alco hol intake; get ting vac cin ated against hep at itis B and human
papil lo mavirus (HPV); redu cing expos ure to ultra vi olet radi ation from the sun; avoid ing urban air
pol lu tion and indoor smoke from house hold use of solid fuels; and get ting reg u lar med ical check-
ups among oth ers.
The WHO also under scored the import ance of early detec tion. Can cer is more likely to respond to
effect ive treat ment when iden ti fied early, res ult ing in a greater prob ab il ity of sur viv ing as well as
less dis ease sever ity.
The WHO high lighted two dis tinct strategies that pro mote early detec tion. First, early dia gnosis to
identify symp to matic can cer cases at the earli est pos sible stage. To this end, the gen eral pub lic
should be made aware of the symp toms of diff er ent forms of can cer and of the import ance of
seek ing med ical advice when abnor mal find ings are observed.
Signs and symp toms caused by can cer vary depend ing on what part of the body is affected,
accord ing to the Mayo Clinic. Some gen eral signs and symp toms asso ci ated with, but not spe cific
to, can cer, include fatigue; a lump or area of thick en ing that can be felt under the skin; weight
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changes, includ ing unin ten ded loss or gain; skin changes, such as yel low ing, dark en ing, or red -
ness of the skin, sores that won’t heal, or changes to exist ing moles.
Other gen eral signs are changes in bowel or blad der habits; a per sist ent cough or trouble breath -
ing; di�  culty swal low ing; hoarse ness; per sist ent indi ges tion or dis com fort after eat ing; per sist -
ent, unex plained muscle or joint pain; per sist ent, unex plained fevers or night sweats; and unex -
plained bleed ing or bruis ing.
Second, screen ing to identify indi vidu als with abnor mal it ies sug gest ive of a spe cific can cer or
pre-can cer who have not developed any symp toms and refer them promptly for dia gnosis and
treat ment.
The US Cen ters for Dis ease Con trol and Pre ven tion (CDC) sup ports screen ing for breast, cer vical,
colorectal (colon), and lung can cers. These include mam mo graphy screen ing for breast can cer,
Pap tests and HPV tests (includ ing HPV DNA and mRNA test) for cer vical can cer screen ing,
screen ing tests for colorectal can cer (includ ing stool tests, colono scopy, and flex ible sig moido -
scopy), and low-dose com puted tomo graphy (LDCT) for lung can cer screen ing.
Aside from improv ing pub lic aware ness of diff er ent can cer symp toms and encour aging people to
seek care when these arise, the WHO’s “Guide to can cer early dia gnosis” recom mends invest ing
in strength en ing and equip ping health ser vices and train ing health work ers so they can con duct
accur ate and timely dia gnostics and ensur ing people liv ing with can cer can access safe and effect -
ive treat ment.
When fully imple men ted, the Uni ver sal Health Care (UHC) Act and the National Integ rated Can cer
Con trol Act (NICCA) will sig ni fic antly enhance can cer care in the coun try and ease the heavy
socioeco nomic bur den of the dis ease. In par tic u lar, NICCA has res ul ted in improved access to can -
cer cen ters, pro vi sion of fin an cial sup port to patients, and the estab lish ment of a multi-sec toral
coun cil for poli cy mak ing, plan ning, and coordin a tion in can cer pre ven tion and con trol, the WHO
said.
The land mark legis la tion also paved the way for the estab lish ment of the Can cer Assist ance Fund
which offers fin an cial sup port for vari ous inter ven tions, and the Can cer and Sup port ive-Pal li at ive
Medi cines Access Pro gram which provides 61 medi cines for the most com mon can cers for free
through over 30 access sites across the coun try.
Fur ther more, NICCA sup ports the Can cer Spe cialty Cen ters iden ti fied in the Phil ip pine Health
Facil ity Devel op ment Plan that provide com pre hens ive can cer care, along with the Primary Care
Facil it ies that provide ser vices for can cer pre ven tion, screen ing, and early detec tion.
TEODORO B. PADILLA is the exec ut ive dir ector of Phar ma ceut ical and Health care Asso ci ation of
the Phil ip pines which rep res ents the bio phar ma ceut ical medi cines and vac cines industry in the
coun try. Its mem bers are in the fore front of research and devel op ment efforts for COVID-19 and
other dis eases that affect Filipi nos.
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