News

Canada

The Globe and Mail, Monday, Feb. 11, 2008

o

HEALTH CARE

Medical team targeting stomach cancer in North

A NWT hamlet is the testing ground for innovative treatment of a disease that is twice as common in Arctic natives

BY ANDRE PICARD
PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTER

As the doctor slid the long nar-
row plastic tube in her nose,
down her esophagus and into
her stomach, the tears welled
up in Annie Buckle’s eyes.

The procedure - an esopha-
gogastroduodenoscopy - is not
painful, but the memories it
evokes are vivid and raw. Just
two months ago, Ms. Buckle’s
mother died of stomach can-
cer. In recent years, she has
lost two other close family
members to the rare, deadly
disease.

Now doctors are trying to fig-
ure out if Ms. Buckle, a 54-
year-old childcare worker in
AKlavik, NWT, is also at risk.

Virtually everyone in the
tiny Arctic hamlet knows so-
meone who has succumbed to
stomach cancer. No one knows
exactly why, but the likely cul-
prit is the bacterium Helico-
bacter pylori, which is
endemic in the North. To un-
ravel the mystery, a team of
nurses and physicians from
Edmonton and Yellowknife de-
scended on Aklavik last week.

The first step is to “scope”
the 300-plus adult residents —

to take samples from their
stomach lining to look for H.
pylori. Once the testing and
laboratory analysis is done, re-
searchers plan to return to Ak-
lavik with a treatment plan,
one that will virtually eradi-
cate H. pylori and should
sharply reduce future cases of
stomach cancer.

“Nothing like this has been
done anywhere in the world
before,” said Bob Bailey, a gas-
troenterologist with Northern
Health Services Network at
Capital Health in Edmonton.

John Morse, the medical di-
rector of Stanton Territorial
Health Authority in Yellow-
knife, said the stomach-cancer
project is important in itself,
but “it will also serve as a mo-
del for dealing with other
health issues in the North.” He
said public-health officials
across the circumpolar region
- in Alaska, Russia and Green-
land - are monitoring the pro-
ject closely.

Helicobacter pylori is a spi-
ral-shaped bacterium that lives
in the stomach and duodenum
(a section of intestine just be-
low the stomach). It is the
source of one of the most com-
mon bacterial infections in the
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world, the principal cause of
peptic ulcers and stomach can-
cer.

In Canada, stomach cancer is
not that common. There are
about 2,850 new cases diag-
nosed each year and 1,850
deaths, according to the Cana-
dian Cancer Society.

But when NWT Health and

Social Services compiled the
territory’s first cancer statistics
in 2002, they showed that the
rate of stomach cancer - par-
ticularly among First Nations
and Inuit people - was double
that of the rest of Canada.
Biologically, H. pylori is the
underlying cause of stomach
cancer, but there are socioeco-

nomic factors that play an im-
portant role too, such as
poverty and poor housing.
“Epidemiologically, it hap-
pens in families where kids
share the same bed,” Dr. Bailey
said. H. pylori is transmitted
from person to person through
exposure to saliva and feces.
About half the world is be-

lieved to have H. pylori bacte-
ria living in their gut, so it is
not the sole factor in stomach
cancer. Diet also plays a role,
notably a diet heavy in salted
and smoked foods and red
meat, which describes the tra-
ditional aboriginal diet.

In conducting the tests, Dr.
Bailey said, researchers are
looking to see what strain of
H. pylori is circulating in Akla-
vik. Knowing the strain will al-
so allow researchers to tailor
treatment plans for those who
are infected.

“The good news is that H.
pylori is easy to treat,” Dr. Bai-
ley said. “Two antibiotics and a
proton pump inhibitor for go
days and you’re cured.”

AKklavik Mayor Knute Han-
sen was one of the first in line
to be tested. He said the arrival
of the research team is a water-
shed moment for the com-
munity and for the delivery of
health care in the North.

“We’ve been talking about
this for 20 years. Everybody
knows that stomach cancer is
a real problem here - it hits
the young, the elders, whole
families,” Mr. Hansen said. “Fi-
nally, we’re dealing with this
problem and that’s great.”
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