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Radiation Therapy — An Insight

THE MYTH It is current/shock treatment. It burns the skin.
It is not current/shock treatment. It does not burn the skin. THE FACT

What is Radiation Therapy?

Radiation therapy is a treatment in which X-rays or gamma-rays are used (to kill
the cancerous cell). High energy X-rays are produced by linear accelerators and
gamma-rays are produced by conventional tele-cobalt machines. The
distinguishing features between X-rays, gamma-rays and other form of radiation
are the ability to eject electrons from atom. This property is known as ionization.

Another form of radiation used in the treatment of breast cancer is electron beam
therapy. And these are particular type of radiation which has specific beam
attenuation (acts only at specified depth).

The aim of radiation therapy is to kill the cancerous cells and to control the spread
of the disease. So neighbouring normal cells are also affected most of the times
but they recover faster, hence generally radiation treatment is given over 5 to 6
weeks.

How does Radiation Act?

Radiation acts at the molecular level. [ i
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...continued from page 1

Role of Radiation Therapy in Breast Cancer UPCOMING

Adjuvant — Adjuvant treatment is an addition which helps to reach the ultimate goal of ACTIVITI ES
treatment. Adjuvant therapy in cancer usually refers to surgery followed by
Chemotherapy or Radiation therapy to help decrease the risk of cancer recurrence.
Adjuvant treatment is required for those patients whose prognostic factors are more
favourable for a possible recurrence after the surgery.

BCT - Breast conserving surgery + radiation + chemotherapy / hormone therapy.
Chances of recurrence are as high as 80%, 2 cm around the tumour site. Therefore
radiation in BCT forms an integral part of the treatment as it reduces the local
recurrence as well as the possible relapse anywhere in the breast. The treatment here
is more prolonged as the whole breast will be treated followed by boost or additional
dose to the actual site of the origin of the tumour. Boost can be given by using electron
beam therapy or Brachytherapy (interstitial implant - radioactive needles or wires, or
small incapsuled source called seeds can be directly inserted into the body or adjunct
tissue). The placement of seeded radioactive source in or near tumour is the technique
of treating cancer with ionization radiation.

Earlier most of the patients underwent mastectomy either because of advanced
disease or psychological factors may be removal of the organ results in less or no
chance of recurrence. With BCT, local recurrence and overall survival is equivalent to
mastectomy in early breast cancer, (Surgical Clinics of North America, 2003). The
treating physician should give an option regarding BCT to every patient, as
psycho-social trauma after the mastectomy is immense.

Palliative Radiation Therapy — The common place for the spread of cancer is bone &
brain. Radiation is used to stop the progression of the disease and relieve the pain and
other associated symptoms.

Complications/Side effects

Any treatment has its own complications. The commonest complication in radiation therapy is discolourization of the
skin, normally skin sheds everyday (dead skin). This process is faster in case of radiation therapy. This is the reason for
advising not to irritate (do not apply oil or cream) the part being treated. Sometimes patients can complain difficulty in
swallowing which can be relieved with proper medication. In early days lung complications were seen but with advanced
treatment facilities in the recent years have diminished this problem. Lymph edema (swelling of arms) is common after
extensive surgery and may increase with addition of radiation therapy if proper exercise or physiotherapy is not done.

Therefore, Radiation therapy along with surgery & chemotherapy is an integral part in the treatment of breast cancer. So
combined modalities are essential for proper management of breast cancer.

Dr. Vijay Baskar (Radio Oncologist)

Love Casts Out Fear @y sr. Mary Lilly)

The day | realized that | had a malignant tumour in the right breast, my first reaction was fear, fear of the
consequences — perhaps an early death. At that time in October 2006, | did not know how much it had advanced
and in any case it was a sign to be prepared for anything. | cried unseen by others, but it was for a brief time. What
helped me was the reality before me - the same is faced by so many people, in much more devastating conditions
and situations. | told myself that | am one among this special people who have received a forewarning of the
nearness or remoteness of what we fear - the moment of leaving this beautiful world and our near and dear ones.
My outlook on life changed. You may be wondering where is love in all this? My understanding and experience of
God is that of tenderly loving and caring parents. This God sent me into this world as a healing child and | believe He
wishes well for me and if anything goes wrong He is aware of it and | know that everything works for the good of
those who love God. For nearly fifty years | enjoyed good health; a blessing for which | am ever grateful to God who
loves me and all His creatures as His beloved children, as one of the modern writers has put it: “for you...



