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Breast Cancer Network Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide 
feedback to the Medical Services Advisory Committee’s (MSAC) Consultation 
Decision Analytical Protocol regarding the assessment of bone mineral density 
analyses, using Dual Energy X-Ray Absorptiometry (DXA) in breast cancer 
patients receiving aromatase inhibitor treatment. 
 
BCNA is a consumer advocacy group, representing the views of people 
affected by breast cancer. For this reason, the questions in the protocol, many 
of which require clinical expertise, do not fall within the scope of our expertise. 
Our submission will address the benefits of bone mineral density testing for 
women being treated with an aromatase inhibitor for breast cancer, and the 
benefits of a Medicare rebate for this group of women. 
 
BCNA supports the introduction of a Medicare rebate for women 
diagnosed with breast cancer who require a DXA test in conjunction with 
their aromatase inhibitor treatment. We are aware that these tests are an 
important adjunct for women being treated with aromatase inhibitors, and we 
are keen to see a Medicare rebate available in order to assist these women 
with the significant financial burden associated with their diagnosis, treatment 
and care. 
 
“These tests are a huge cost. A long time after cancer, the financial burden 
continues.” – BCNA survey respondent 
 
While we appreciate that aromatase inhibitors are an important and effective 
component of treatment for women with hormone receptor positive breast 
cancer, many women highlight the side effects associated with this treatment 
and the effect it has on their lives. This includes reduced bone mineral density 
which can increase a woman’s risk of osteoporosis and bone fracture, and 
which many women tell us has a significant impact on their quality of life. 

About Breast Cancer Network Australia 
Breast Cancer Network Australia (BCNA) is the peak national organisation 
for Australians personally affected by breast cancer. We empower, inform, 
represent and link together people whose lives have been affected by 
breast cancer.  
 
BCNA represents more than 73,000 individual members and 325 Member 
Groups from across Australia. 
 
BCNA works to ensure that women diagnosed with breast cancer and their 
families receive the very best information, treatment, care and support 
possible. BCNA is represented by the pink lady which depicts the 
organisation’s focus – women diagnosed with breast cancer.   
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“Since beginning treatment [with an aromatase inhibitor] I have consistent 
bone aches and pains.” – BCNA survey respondent 
 
“The tests should definitely be covered by Medicare. Breast cancer is 
expensive enough without this complete out-of-pocket expense. When on 
Femara these tests are a must, as I have so far lost 10% of my bone density 
in 2 years.” – BCNA survey respondent 
 
DXA tests are an important adjunct to treatment with an aromatase inhibitor. 
They allow a woman’s doctor to monitor her bone health and make 
appropriate treatment recommendations based on the test results, in order to 
reduce her risk of osteoporosis and bone fracture.  
 
To further highlight the importance of DXA tests as an adjunct to aromatase 
inhibitor treatment, both the Breast Cancer Treatment-Induced Bone Loss 
(CTIBL) Management Guidelines1 and the ‘ENHANCE Guidance for the 
Management of Breast Cancer Treatment – Induced Bone Loss’2 guidelines 
(both Australian) state that all women taking an aromatase inhibitor should be 
prescribed at least one bone mineral density test. 
 
BCNA is also aware of the importance of DXA testing in women considering 
treatment with an aromatase inhibitor, as it assists both the woman and her 
doctor in their decision-making with regards to aromatase inhibitor treatment. 
 
BCNA is aware of a number Medicare rebates available for DXA tests; 
however we are concerned that there is no rebate specifically available for 
women diagnosed with breast cancer who require a test in conjunction with 
aromatase inhibitor treatment. 
 
BCNA is aware that the cost of DXA tests can be significant for women and, 
for many women, this cost can be ongoing. In May this year, BCNA surveyed 
women in our Review & Survey Group to investigate their experiences with 
DXA tests. Of the 114 women treated with an aromatase inhibitor who 
incurred a fee for their last test, we found that more than a third incurred a cost 
of more than $100. 
 
The survey results also highlighted that many women were required to have 
more than one test in conjunction with their aromatase inhibitor treatment, 
further contributing to the significant financial burden of their breast cancer 
diagnosis, treatment and care. Thirty per cent of women had a test every 
twelve months, and almost 30% every two years. Some women reported 
having up to six DXA tests in conjunction with their aromatase inhibitor 
treatment. 
 
“My oncologist recommended that I have a bone mineral density test every 
two years because of the aromatase inhibitor I was taking.” – BCNA survey 
respondent 
 
“Bone mineral density tests result in an out of pocket expense for me of 
approximately $150 per year.” – BCNA survey respondent 

                                                 
1 Consensus based guidelines developed by Flinders Medical Centre 
2 In August 2008, the ENHANCE Consultative Group developed ‘Guidance for the Management 

of Breast Cancer Treatment – Induced Bone Loss’. This guidance was based on a review of the 
published literature and the ENHANCE Consultative Group members’ own clinical experience, 
and is presented through an algorithm. 
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BCNA was alarmed to hear from two women who told us that they forfeit their 
recommended DXA tests because they are unable to meet the out-of-pocket 
costs. 

 
“I won't be having any more bone mineral density tests as I can't afford the 
high cost.” – BCNA survey respondent 

 
Given the importance of DXA tests, which are recommended as an adjunct to 
aromatase inhibitor treatment in women diagnosed with breast cancer, BCNA 
strongly encourages MSAC to recommend that a Medicare rebate be included 
on the MBS specifically for this group of women. BCNA also urges MSAC to 
include women considering treatment with an aromatase inhibitor, in order to 
guide their decision-making with regards to their aromatase inhibitor 
treatment. 
 
BCNA thanks the Medical Services Advisory Committee for the opportunity to 
provide comment on this proposal. For further information on our submission, 
please contact Annie Gayed, Policy Officer, on (03) 9805 2595 or at 
agayed@bcna.org.au. 

 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Kathy Wells 
Acting Policy Manager 
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