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Endometrial cancer a rising threat

SINGAPORE — At an age when many of her peers are actively building a
family, 38-year-old Ann underwent a total hysterectomy last year to remove
her uterus, ovaries and fallopian tubes. She is now unable to have
biological children.

SINGAPORE — At an age when many of her peers are actively building a family, 38-year-old
Ann underwent a total hysterectomy last year to remove her uterus, ovaries and fallopian tubes.
She is now unable to have biological children.

The business development director, who asked to remain anonymous, was diagnosed with
Stage 1 endometrial cancer after suffering heavy menstruation which lasted for several months.
She is not married and does not have children.

Considering the fact that her family has a strong history of cancer, Ann said she was not
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surprised by the diagnosis. Her mother battled breast and colon cancer four times.

“What I did not expect was to get cancer at such a young age. Nevertheless, I was quite
sure I would survive this and the best way to handle the situation is to face it, seek treatment
early and be positive about it,” she said.

In Singapore, more women like Ann are grappling with endometrial cancer, which begins in
the inner lining of the uterus. The eighth most common type of cancer among local women a
decade ago, it has risen to fourth on the list and is now also the most common gynaecological
cancer among women here.

According to reports from the National Registry of Diseases Office, the number of patients
suffering from endometrial cancer rose by almost 60 per cent between 1998 and 2008.

While the disease typically hits postmenopausal women aged 60 and above, Dr Wong
Chiung Ing, Consultant and Medical Oncologist at The Cancer Centre of the Singapore Medical
Group, observes an increasing number of younger patients. Among her patients, about one in
five is under the age of 50.

Among the 60 women who seek treatment at the National University Hospital (NUH) every
year, more than 90 per cent are above the age of 40. About 80 per cent are diagnosed with
Stage 1 endometrial cancer.

One hypothesis is that obesity, which is linked to the cancer, is a growing problem in
Singapore, said Associate Professor A Ilancheran, Senior Consultant at the Division of
Gynaecologic Oncology, NUH Womenʼs Centre.

Obesity rates crept up to 10.8 per cent in 2010 from 6.9 per cent in 2004, according to
results from the 2010 National Health Survey.

At least 80 per cent of endometrial cancer cases are driven by the female hormone
oestrogen, added Dr Wong. Obese women tend to have more fat tissues, which drive up the
levels of oestrogen in the body.

“As the incidence of obesity increases, we can probably expect to see an increase of
endometrial cancer (cases) in the younger generation in the next five to 10 years,” she said.

PREGNANCY, CHILDBIRTH MAY REDUCE cancer RISK

Another possible reason is that women are having fewer babies now.

A womanʼs risk of uterine cancer is reduced by 30 per cent after her first birth, and by 25 per
cent following each successive birth, said Assoc Prof Ilancheran.

“Pregnancy is protective against endometrial cancer and our birth rate has been declining
over the years. Pregnancy and childbirth are thought to reduce the risk when pre-malignant
cells are ʻsloughed offʼ and eliminated during delivery. There is also a break in oestrogen
exposure during pregnancy,” explained Assoc Prof Ilancheran.
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Unlike the Pap smear which detects cervical cancer, there is no standard screening test for
endometrial cancer. The best way to diagnose the disease is through awareness of the
symptoms, he said.

A typical warning sign includes bleeding after menopause. In younger women, those who
experience irregular, heavy bleeding should consult a gynaecologist, who may perform an
ultrasound examination of the uterus and take a sample of the uterus lining, if necessary.

The standard treatment for endometrial cancer is surgery to remove the uterus, ovaries and
fallopian tubes, said Assoc Prof Ilancheran. Patients with more advanced-stage disease may
also require chemotherapy, radiation and hormonal therapy.

Dr Wong added that advancements in treatment mean endometrial cancer is “very curable,
especially if it is detected at an early stage”.

“Traditionally, a hysterectomy is done using the open method, whereby the abdomen is
opened through a large incision. In some patients, this procedure can be done vaginally. More
recently, minimally invasive techniques, such as laparoscopic or robot-assisted surgery, are
becoming popular,” said Assoc Prof Ilancheran.


