AWARENESS SURVEY

Every day in Britain around 30 people find out that they have kidney cancer.  

Kidney cancer is the eighth most common form of cancer. 

Kidney cancer accounts for around 3,700 deaths annually, which is more than die on the roads each year. 

These facts might suggest kidney cancer is a well-known disease.  However, the results of a recent sample survey commissioned by Novartis, and undertaken by YouGov Plc, show, most dramatically, that this is certainly not the case.  

Three results are especially concerning.

[1] The survey revealed that only 2% of adults in the country have heard much about kidney cancer, when compared to a range of other cancers.  Interestingly, over half of adults [54%] claim to have heard most about cervical cancer and 42% for leukaemia, even though there are fewer cases of these diseases than kidney cancer each year.  Perhaps most worrying of all is the finding that almost half [44%] have never even heard of the term ‘kidney cancer’.

[2] In the UK the number of people diagnosed with kidney cancer has increased by 22% over the last 10 years. But most UK adults don’t know what causes the disease.  According to the survey, only 1 in 20 [5%] of adults correctly identify smoking as the probable main cause of kidney cancer.  This is particularly concerning given that cigarette smokers are thought to be twice as likely as non-smokers to develop the disease.  Over a quarter [27%] of adults mistakenly cite alcohol as the probable cause.

[3] Kidney cancer does not respond to traditional cancer treatments, such as chemotherapy.  If caught early remission can be achieved through surgery, but most UK adults are unclear on the symptoms of the disease.  A particular concern is the worrying statistic that 1 in 10 people who have experienced blood in their urine – haematuria as it is known- have not had it checked out by a medical professional.  Haematuria must always be checked out in each and every instance. Haematuria is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for cancer to be present, but the probabilities rise exponentially if it is painless, since other causes, like an infection or kidney stones are most likely to be accompanied by pain, sometimes excruciating pain.

Painless Haematuria

KCUK is most interested in anything that promotes early diagnosis. For the benefits of curative outcomes from surgery are truly very great.

One of the author’s duties as a KCUK Trustee is to take calls from newly-diagnosed patients. Some while ago a gentleman with advanced kidney cancer phoned up to discuss his position.  It transpired that two years previously he had experienced painless haematuria but it had stopped and, given that he was suffering no pain, he had dismissed it as something relatively innocuous. Very possibly a tragically wrong decision.

The author is in absolutely no position to proselytize to anyone else on this. For he himself experienced painless haematuria but did his level best to ignore it! It was shocking but, most foolishly, he put it down to the fact that he had just been thrashing around in the garden and had burst a blood vessel or something like that.  His gardening exertions had precisely nothing to do with it! He had been encouraged in this direction by the fact that the bleeding had stopped.   So he then forgot about it for a few days until it reappeared, albeit much less profusely.  Once again it stopped and, incredibly, the author dismissed it as the final throes of a non-serious event.  Fortunately his wife was not so easily fooled; and it was on account of some incessant nagging from her that he went to hospital to have it all checked out!

The point of this anecdote is to show just how easily a person can be seduced into taking no action. 

Nothing should be left to chance here. One proposal is that all patients with painless haematuria should automatically be sent for scanning, at first ultrasound and, if this indicates something suspicious, a full CT scan.  The cost-effectiveness of this would no doubt need to be tested; but KCUK believes it is a proposal worthy of serious consideration.  

