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Immunotherapy: A survival boost

Cancer specialists provide glimmer of optimism for cancer patients

KUALA LUMPUR: The Covid-19
pandemic has transformed lung
cancer management at many hospi-
tals on several fronts, from screen-
ings and diagnoses, to treatments.

As hospitals across the country
are forced to delay or cancel certain
medical procedures to respond to
Covid-19 cases, those hard choices
are disrupting care for cancer
patients.

In general, cancer patients and
those suffering from lung cancer
are particularly vulnerable because
of their many intrinsic characteris-
tics and care needs.

However, Lung Cancer Network
Malaysia vice-president Dr Tho Lye
Mun said in this age of medical
advancement and innovation, can-
cer was no longer a death sentence
as an innovative approach to can-
cer treatment is available.

“By studying each patient careful-
ly, we are able to match the right
treatment to each patient and move
away from a trial-and-error
approach,” he said at a virtual
media forum titled “No Patient Left
Behind: Improving Lung Cancer
Care in Malaysia” organised by the
National Cancer Society of Malaysia
(NCSM) recently.

“For example, immunotherapy.

“It is a new, innovative way we
use to harness the patient’s own
immune system to enhance it to
fight cancer,” he added.

Dr Tho said a study has shown

that patients who received immu-
notherapy upfront achieved a 32%
survival rate at five years.

“This represents a paradigm
change.

“These patients are also able to
maintain a good quality of life and
spend many productive years with
loved ones and family.

“Certain drugs may require a
high expenditure upfront, but then
you may get long-term benefits,” he
added.

Noting that access to immuno-
therapy can be limited, Dr Tho
called on the public and private
sector to work together and do a
“painstaking evaluation” of the
cost-benefit of each treatment to
make sure it prolongs life, but not at
the expense of quality of life.

According to the Malaysian Study
on Cancer Survival (MySCan), the
five-year survival for lung cancer is
only 11% compared to prostate can-
cer (73%) while it is 67% for breast
cancer.

“A major factor behind this is late
diagnosis.

“About 80% of lung cancer
patients are diagnosed at stage four,
which is a complete reverse from
breast cancer which is mostly diag-
nosed at an early stage.

“Covid-19 plays a major role in
late diagnosis of cancer in Malaysia,
as public health care facilities were
forced to redeploy resources to
treat Covid-19 patients”, added Dr

“Immunotherapy
is a new,
innovative

way .. to
harness the
patient's

own immune
system.”

Dr Tho Lye Mun

Tho, who is a clinical oncologist.

“Elective surgeries that need to
be referred to other hospitals are
deferred, and certainly, the existing
cancer units have come under a lot
of pressure.

“Many cases which have not been
diagnosed have delayed access to
biopsies and diagnostic scans,” he
lamented.

Dr Tho said although some of the
cancer patients were decanted to
private hospitals to ease the burden
of public health care facilities, these
patients still remain the “minority”
as many of them were still unable to
access the right treatment plat-
forms.

“The patients, or patients who
depict cancer symptoms, can be
reluctant to seek medical care for
fear of contracting Covid-19 in hos-
pital settings.

“I think, in some way, this leads to
missed opportunities to detect and
treat cancers, especially at an early
stage,” he said.

He added that among the early
symptoms of lung cancer were per-
sistent coughs, coughing up blood,
weight loss, chest pain, and recur-
rent chest infection.

Dr Tho said the National Cancer
Patient Registry’s report may not
provide the impact of Covid-19 on
cancer patients for another few
years as the data was presented
every five years.

“Perhaps more patients are now
presenting to us with even more
advanced diseases than what we
used to see pre-Covid-19,” he said.

NCSM medical director Dr M.
Murallitharan said the current epi-
demic acts as a major barrier for
cancer or potential cancer patients
to access hospital services in order
to be diagnosed earlier.

“Surgery is almost non-existent
in most public hospitals at this point
in time, simply because almost all
the operating theatres are being
used as intensive care units for
Covid-19 cases.

“If they don’t reopen operating
theatres, there is never going to be
an opportunity to cut out lung can-

cer, and it stops right there,” he
said.

According to Dr Murallitharan,
the early symptoms of lung cancer
might be confused for Covid-19
symptoms during the pandemic
which contributed to the late diag-
nosis of lung cancer.

“The symptoms of lung cancer
could be similar to Covid-19, they
think, ‘Oh, I have some funny symp-
toms’ and take the polymerase
chain reaction test and when it
comes back negative, they are very
happy and life goes on.

“But underneath that, it may be
one of the symptoms in lung cancer
and for the next three to four years,
they are going to see the late diag-
nosis (of lung cancer) back again
after all the hard work they have
done.

“This is going to be something we
are going to be dealing with for
quite a few years,” he said.

Dr Murallitharan said, however,
that very few patients would be
able to benefit from innovative
treatments, such as immunothera-
py in Malaysia due to the high cost
and limited resources in healthcare
service.

“Only those with good insurance
coverage and being treated in pri-
vate hospitals will have access to
these treatments, but in govern-
ment hospitals, there is very limited
access and a lot of it is due to the
financial issue,” he said. — Bernama
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