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I'm young, but breast check saved me
Sean Parnell
Sarah Elks

PRESSURE is mounting on the federal
government to provide alternatives for
young women who want medical
checks for breast cancer but are set to
be excluded from Australia's free
mammogram service.

The Australian yesterday revealed
that a high-level evaluation of
BreastScreen Australia had recom-
mended the program no longer accept
women aged under 45 and over 75.

The program, originally intended to
screen healthy middle-aged women,
has been providing more mammo-
grams but has never reached its target
of reaching 70 per cent of women aged
50 to 69.

The evaluation report recommends
the federal and state governments that
administer the program have it con-
centrate on the target age group where
more lives can be saved.

Federal Health Minister Nicola
Roxon publicly released the report
yesterday but declined interviews, say-
ing in a statement "the government
will work closely with states and
territories to ensure women who
derive the most benefit across the
country continue to have access to
screening services well into the

future".
Josie Dietrich says she's living proof

that women under 45 are diagnosed
with breast cancer.

In May this year, doctors told the
35-year-old Brisbane mother she had
early-stage breast cancer.

Now fighting the disease with chem-
otherapy, Ms Dietrich is appalled that
the free BreastScreen program could
be further restricted by age.

Ms Dietrich said that while she
understood that women under 45 were
not the most at-risk demographic, they
still needed to have access to free or
affordable breast-screening services.

"The significant risk is for those
over 45, but I'm sitting here at 35 with
breast cancer and my mum was
diagnosed at 45," she said.

"There needs to be measures in
place for young women to get checked
in their 20s."

Australian Medical Association
president Andrew Pesce said the re-
port, while thorough and evidence-
based, would "cause some conster-
nation because a lot of women have
got a lot of reassurance from doing
regular mammography".

Dr Pesce said governments would
need to explain to women why the
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It saved my bacon': losie Dietrich, at home in Brisbane yesterday, is fighting breast cancer detected by ultrasound screening
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Check that saved a young life
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reforms were necessary and what
the "fallback strategy" was
for women denied a free
mammogram.

Michelle Marven, policy man-
ager with the Breast Cancer
Network Australia, which sup-
ports women with or recovering
from the disease, said the recom-
mendations were clearly
designed to make BreastScreen
Australia more sustainable.

But she said the Breast Cancer
Network was opposed to the
recommended age restrictions
and remained unconvinced that
affected women would continue
to access screening elsewhere.

"We'd want to feel comfort-
able that women were able to
afford to go to private providers,
and that women had good-
quality screening available to
them," she said.

The head of research with the
National Breast Cancer Foun-
dation, Sue Carrick, yesterday
called on the government to fund
"better research that is going to
more clearly identify those
women in the community who
are at a higher risk of breast
cancer and other technologies
that will benefit these women".

Janet McDonald, former
chairwoman of the National
Breast Cancer Centre, said the
commonwealth should provide
appropriate Medicare rebates for
women to have a GP examin-
ation and, if necessary, a diag-
nostic mammogram.

The Department of Health
and Ageing, in a report done as
part of the evaluation, found
BreastScreen Australia's low
participation rate among the
50-69 year age group was not the
result of women seeking mam-
mograms in the private sector.

Its data still highlights the
large numbers of women
especially those in their 40s
who have a breast cancer screen
done privately, even if the Med-
icare rebate is intended only for
diagnostic mammography on a
doctor's referral.

Among the women aged
40-plus who in 2006 had a
Medicare-funded mammogram
of both breasts, 57,017, or 23 per
cent, were estimated to have had
the mammogram for non-
diagnostic purposes, with the
reasons for another 77,377 (32 per
cent) of women's mammograms
unclear.

The department had no way of
determining the number of

women who paid full fees for a
screening mammogram.

Ms Dietrich began having
annual ultrasounds at 28,
sparked by her mother's diag-
nosis with the disease at 45.

She was too young to qualify
for the free BreastScreen pro-
gram, so underwent the testing
at a private facility, which proved
expensive.

Ms Dietrich said although the
screening was covered somewhat
by Medicare, some young
women might find the cost of the
service prohibitive.

She believes the ultrasound
she had this year, which discov-
ered her cancer, saved her life.

"It saved my bacon," she said.
If it was left to me (to self-

screen), I would have found the
lump when the cancer was too
advanced."

If the BreastScreen age cut-off
were increased to 45, Ms Die-
trich said young women could
become complacent about
screening.

"Just like we get ourselves pap
smeared every two years, I think
breast ultrasounds should be
done alongside that."
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