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Patients urge rethink on mammograms
Adam Cresswell
Health editor

BREAST cancer patients are
pushing for the abolition of rules
that prevent women diagnosed
with the disease from further
access to free mammograms
claiming the bar is discriminatory
and penalises women when they
need help the most.

Breast Cancer Network Aus-
tralia, which represents more
than 36,000 women with breast
cancer nationwide, has attacked
the ban as outrageous, saying
confusion about entitlements
leaves some women paying the
entire cost of follow-up scans
themselves.

Such scans are considered vital
after treatment is completed to
ensure cancer has not returned or
a new tumour is not developing.
Once a woman has been diag-
nosed with breast cancer, her risk
of developing another rises by
between two and five times.

Once diagnosed, most women
lose their access to free screening,
with the lock-out period differing
according to state.

BCNA policy manager Mich-
elle Marven said there was a
"strong sense of outrage among
our members" about the ban.

She said a BCNA survey had
found members were paying be-
tween $10 and $375 for mammo-
grams, with most paying between
$50 and $150. "Particularly for
low-income women, this adds to
the financial burden that women
often experience,"Ms Marven
said. She said a "window of
opportunity" to have the ban
dropped was raised by an existing
review of screening rules.

As reported in The Australian
last week, an evaluation of the
national screening program
BreastScreen Australia has rec-
ommended various changes, in-
cluding restricting access to
younger women, because it was
failing to meet screening targets
for the highest-risk groups.

The recent evaluation report
recommended standardising the
period for which diagnosed
women were excluded, suggest-
ing they should be able to return

to the program after five years.
Helen Zorbas, CEO of the

National Breast and Ovarian
Cancer Centre, who chaired the
panel that wrote the evaluation
report, said the reason for the
exclusion was that follow-up care
for previously diagnosed women
was "best co-ordinated in the
context of whole-person care by a
specialist or in the primary care
setting".

Jillian Lawrow was diagnosed
with breast cancer at 44 in May
2006. She nearly died from the
chemotherapy treatment needed
to tackle her aggressive tumour,
and still faces big monthly bills
for medicines.

She also has to pay about $200
out of her own pocket for ultra-
sound and mammogram scans at
least annually. "It makes no
sense that we can offer free breast
screening, but not to women who
have no discretion over whether
to have a mammogram," said
Mrs Lawrow, from Tarneit in
western Melbourne.
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