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As we rug up for the cold weather, there’s one
simple thing both staff and patients can do to
help ward off winter ills: get a flu shot.
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Influenza can be unpleasant for anyone
but for high-risk groups, including cancer
patients who often have a weak immune
system, it can lead to serious illness.
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Oncologist Professor Paul Harnett, director of
the Sydney West Cancer Network, says it’s
important for anyone with a health problem
to be vaccinated against influenza, both to
protect themselves and others.
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Warding off the winter ills

“We also recommend it for all our staff so they don’t spread the flu around and the same
for patients,” he says. “It’s important for as many of us as possible to be immune.”
Professor Harnett says the flu vaccine is safe for people who have common solid
tumours, such as breast cancer, and patients should talk to their doctor about the
best time to have the vaccine. “I usually recommend to my patients they have
the vaccination just before their next dose of chemotherapy because usually their
immune system is recovered by then,” he says.
Haematology patients should always check with their treating specialists before
having any vaccinations. “However, in general we would be advising them to have the
flu vaccination each year,” Professor Harnett says.

The Sydney West Cancer Network
is a collaboration between cancer
services in western Sydney,
which aims to improve the range
and quality of services available.
It includes the Blacktown Oncology
Centre, Mt Druitt Palliative Care
Unit, Nepean Cancer Care Centre,
Westmead Cancer Care Centre
and the Westmead Institute for
Cancer Research.

He says the vaccine doesn’t protect against all strains of the flu, but it reduces
the chance of people getting the more serious strains, which can have serious
consequences for people who are already unwell. Families and friends can also help
stop the spread of winter ills.
“If they have a cold or flu, they shouldn’t visit inpatients because patients on wards
are prone to picking up any illness that is going around,” he says. “If anyone thinks
they are developing a cold or viral illness during winter, they should call the hospital
staff first before visiting family members in hospital.”
• Page 3: Staying well in winter.
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from the director
Beating the post-treatment blues
By Professor Paul Harnett
At this time of the year, when the nights are long and cold, it can
be easy enough for anyone to suffer a touch of the winter blues.
But it’s particularly important for people who have been through the
long journey of cancer treatment to be aware of how they’re feeling.
It’s not uncommon to feel a bit flat after treatment has ended.
Common signs include irritability and losing interest in daily
activities.
When patients are going through treatment, there is always a
schedule and a focus for their days that keeps them occupied.
Afterwards, it can be a struggle to get back to normal.

Professor Paul Harnett

Most of the time this is just a natural reaction to the challenging
and life-changing experience of a cancer diagnosis and treatment. But sometimes, this flat
patch turns into something more serious and professional help may be required.
It is important for patients, their families and carers to be aware of the potential for the “posttreatment blues”. Don’t hesitate to ask us for help.
Of course, everyone can benefit from a little preventive action to ward off the winter blues.
Have a walk every day, soak up some sun, spend some time with loved ones, or take a moment
to reflect on what you really enjoy doing.
• See page 8 for a resource for cancer survivors.
• Professor Harnett is director of the Sydney West Cancer Network and a medical
oncologist at Westmead Hospital.

network news
Hear about developments in melanoma treatment
Members of the public are invited to attend a community seminar on developments in melanoma
treatment. It will be held from 9.15am on Thursday, June 30, at the Westmead Hospital Education
Block. Dr Georgina Long will speak about research on a new melanoma drug in clinical trials at
Westmead. RSVP to Gail Ladner: (02) 8836 4035.

Ovarian cancer fundraiser a success
More than $3000 was raised for ovarian cancer research and patient support at an “Afternoon Teal”
held at the Westmead Hospital Education Block in February.
Teal is the international colour for ovarian cancer, and teal ribbons were on sale, as were raffle
tickets. The event helped to mark Ovarian Cancer Awareness Month.
It was organised by the Gynaecological Oncology Research Group and was very well supported
by patients, the Westmead Cancer Care Centre, other research groups and clinical centres within
the hospital. The money has gone mainly to Ovarian Cancer Australia, with some donations to
gynaecological oncology research, via the Westmead Medical Research Foundation.
There is more about the event here: http://www.everydayhero.com.au/westmead_gyn_onc_girls

• For more information about ovarian cancer visit www.ovariancancer.net.au or
call 1300 660 334.
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a patient’s journey
Giving back to help others
More than 20 years ago, James Butler was told he
had a blood cancer called non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.
While he was having intensive chemotherapy at
Westmead Hospital, one of his driving motivations
was to survive long enough to see his four young
children grow up.
When the cancer recurred four years later, he
had more chemotherapy and an autologous bone
marrow transplant (which used his own bone
marrow stem cells).

If anything is worrying
you, always raise it with
your doctor or find a reliable
source of information like
the Cancer Council.
His health has since been excellent. “I consider
myself extremely lucky,” says Mr Butler, 61. “My
kids are all grown up now, and I also have two
gorgeous young grandchildren.”
Mr Butler has worked hard to help other cancer
patients, through fundraising, providing support,
and becoming an advocate with a number of
cancer organisations.
“When I walked out of the door of Westmead a
second time, I felt a real need to give something
back,” he says.

James Butler with his grandchildren Georgia
and Daniel

Mr Butler was recently invited to join the
Westmead Cancer Care Centre’s safety and
quality committee as a representative of the
patient advocacy group Cancer Voices.
He has found all these activities have helped with
his own wellbeing. “It’s just so rewarding to meet
and work with such nice people,” he says.
If Mr Butler could give other patients just one
piece of advice, it would be this: “If anything is
worrying you, always raise it with your doctor
or find a reliable source of information like the
Cancer Council.”
• Mr Butler can be contacted at: 0412 368 337,
jjbutler@bigpond.net.au

practical tips
Staying well in winter
Apart from having a flu vaccination to ward off serious winter sicknesses, sleeping and eating well can
help staff and patients avoid viral illnesses.
“Getting adequate sleep is important is staying healthy against viral illnesses,” says Professor Paul
Harnett, director of the Sydney West Cancer Network.
“Being well rested, having a sensible and balanced diet and having a bit of regular exercise all help to
maintain good general health and immunity.”
Most cancer patients don’t need to hide away at home to avoid other catching other people’s bugs,
he says.
“I tell my patients they don’t need to stay at home, or to avoid the shops, but it doesn’t make sense to
sit next to somebody who has a fresh cold.”
But if you do catch a bug, talk to your doctor as soon as you can.
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team focus: sarcoma
Rising to the challenges facing younger patients
Cancer is often described as a disease of ageing because most cases are diagnosed in older
people.
One notable exception is a rare type of tumour called sarcoma. There are many types of sarcoma,
which can arise from the bone, cartilage or soft tissues.
Dr Mark Wong, who works in a multidisciplinary team that
specialises in treating sarcomas at the Westmead Cancer
Care Centre, says many challenges are involved.
As patients tend to be younger, they often face different
issues to older cancer patients, including concerns about the
impact of treatment on their fertility.
“Quite often our patients have social issues and relationship
issues because they are at the peak of their lives,” Dr Wong
says.

Dr Mark Wong

“That’s one of the reasons that our multidisciplinary approach
is so important, including contributions from social workers
and occupational therapists.”

When patients are younger, it is also important to carefully weigh the risks and benefits of
treatment options, given that there can be long-term side effects, he adds.
Dr Wong, who is the coordinator of sarcoma trials, says sarcomas also present many challenges
because there are more than 100 different subtypes, making clinical trials difficult. It is also
impossible to generalise about treatments and likely outcomes.

Collaboration supports
research
In the face of a lack of knowledge about a
rare type of cancer called sarcoma, about
70 clinicians came together in 2007 with a
bold plan.
Their goal was to work together to improve
research and patient care in what had been
a neglected disease.
And so the Australasian Sarcoma Study
Group was born.

The Australasian Sarcoma Study Group website

The group supports research and
encourages patients to seek care from multidisciplinary teams, which include specialist cancer
doctors, nurses, and supportive care clinicians such as social workers, psychologists and
physiotherapists.
The group has also established a website, which provides useful information for patients,
families, carers and health professionals. It notes that a number of guidelines recommend that
sarcoma patients should be treated at specialist centres with multidisciplinary teams.
http://www.australiansarcomagroup.org/
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staff profile
The team where everyone counts
Glyndon Wakeman says the best part of his job is working in a team
where everyone’s skills are appreciated.
Mr Wakeman has been physiotherapist for the Sydney West Cancer
Network for nine years and is based at Nepean Hospital and Cancer
Care Centre.
The focus on multidisciplinary care means there are open lines of
communication between all of Nepean’s health professionals, he says.
“You can go to anyone in the team, whether the radiation therapist,
the occupational therapist, the nurses, the staff specialists and
consultants, and ask them a question or they give me a referral,” Mr
Wakeman says.
Most of his role involves looking after inpatients at Nepean Hospital.
He also works with outpatients, which involves lymphoedema care,
musculoskeletal treatments, exercise programs, and post-treatment work.

Glyndon Wakeman

A big part of his role is dealing with anything that might delay treatment, such as restricted shoulder
movement for women who have had breast surgery.
“They need sufficient range of motion to have radiotherapy, so they can move their arm out of the way
of the radiotherapy,” he says.
Lymphoedema care, which is a shared service with occupational therapists Georgette Danyal and Dawn
Hutley, is also an important part of his work.
Lymphoedema can occur after surgery for cancer. If lymph nodes have been damaged or removed, the
lymph fluid may not drain properly, causing fluid build-up and swelling.
Nepean has recently gained funding for a device that measures fluid levels in the limbs, which Mr
Wakeman says will help to improve early diagnosis of lymphoedema.
“The devices are very fast so we’ll be able to monitor more patients and find more cases early,” he says.

question corner
Q

A

How can I prepare for chemotherapy in winter?
It may be difficult for oncology nurses to find a vein when your body is
colder in winter, but there are things you can do before chemotherapy in the
chilly months to make sure your veins don’t hide away.
• Keep yourself warm: as soon as you get cold, the veins are harder to find.
• Drink lots of fluids and have a warm meal before chemotherapy. It can
also help to eat something salty, because the sodium in salt stays in the
bloodstream and sucks fluid into your circulation, helping veins to become
more prominent.
• Soups are a good option to keep up your fluid intake in winter, when
you don’t feel like drinking as much water as you might in the warmer
months. Soups are also a light and nutritious meal, and easy to digest if
you don’t feel well.
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news & views
Moving for health
Apart from not smoking, being physically
active is the most powerful lifestyle choice
anyone can make for their health.
In addition to its many other benefits,
physical activity can aid recovery and improve
outcomes in people diagnosed with cancer, a
recent review has found.
The review, of studies investigating the impact
of physical activity on health, was by a British
physiotherapist, Mr Leslie Alford, from the
University of East Anglia, and published in the
International Journal of Clinical Practice.

r h
e
t
t
Be Healt
Mr Alford says regular physical activity
reduces the risks of many diseases, improves
longevity, and improves function and quality
of life. “Evidence of the beneficial effects of
physical activity in the primary prevention and
management of cancer is growing,” he said.
Mr Alford cites research showing that regular
physical activity results in positive adaptations
to almost every cell type, tissue and system
in the body. “Perhaps our bodies have evolved
to function optimally on a certain level of
physical activity that many people just do not
achieve in our modern day society,” he says.

Behind the headlines: what about
alcohol and cancer?
You may have heard recent news reports
warning that Australia’s fondness for alcohol is
a cancer risk.
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cases diagnosed each year in Australia are
attributable to long-term chronic use of alcohol.
It says there is convincing evidence that
alcohol increases the risk of cancers of the
mouth, pharynx, larynx, oesophagus, bowel (in
men) and breast (in women).
It also probably increases the risk of bowel
cancer in women, and liver cancer, and may
also contribute to other cancers by contributing
to weight gain.
Cancer Council Australia recommends that to
reduce the risk of cancer, people should limit
how much they drink, or “better still avoid
alcohol altogether”.
For those who choose to drink, it’s safest to
stick to National Health and Medical Research
Guidelines, which state that both men and
women should drink no more than two
standard drinks a day to reduce their health
risks over a lifetime.
The guidelines also state that not drinking is
the safest option for children and those under
18, and for women who are pregnant, planning
a pregnancy or breastfeeding.
A standard drink is a 100 mL glass of wine, a
285 mL glass of beer or a 30 mL nip of spirits.

Constipation update
Researchers have published an update of
an earlier review on the management of
constipation in palliative care patients.
The review is by the Cochrane Collaboration,
an organisation that reviews health and
medical evidence.
It highlights the need for further rigorous,
independent research into the effectiveness of
conventional treatments.
Professor Paul Harnett, the director of the
Sydney West Cancer Network, says the
findings reinforce the importance of taking
steps to prevent constipation, including
keeping up fluids.

The reports described a new position statement
from Cancer Council Australia, which is freely
available on the Medical Journal of Australia
website (look for the May 2 issue).

“This is certainly one area where that old
saying, ‘an ounce of prevention is worth a
pound of cure’, rings very true,” he says.

The statement estimates that at least
5070 cases (or 5 per cent) of all cancer

http://www.cochranejournalclub.com/
management-of-constipation-clinical/

connections
Free legal service helps cancer patients
By Louisa Fitz-Gerald
The Cancer Council
Legal Referral Service
helps cancer patients
and carers across NSW
and SA to access legal
services when they
can’t pay for advice.
The service, which
has helped more than
Louisa Fitz-Gerald is
800 clients since it
National Coordinator,
started in March 2010,
Pro Bono Programs
is available throughout
western Sydney, with
the generous support of our law firm partners
Turner Freeman (Parramatta), Marsdens (Liverpool,
Campbelltown and Camden), Bell Lawyers (Penrith),
and Burston Cole & Mulock (Penrith).

of her duties, which involved walking around the
office to restock information stands. She had
peripheral neuropathy after her chemotherapy,
which meant she could only walk with the aid of a
walking stick.
Another client, who was terminally ill, was
assisted with early access to superannuation.
While he thought he had around $50,000 in super,
the lawyer found – and successfully obtained –
more than $350,000 in life insurance. This money
paid off his home loan and allowed his family to
remain in their home after he died.
All these clients were assisted by lawyers acting
pro bono through the service.

The service can assist with a range of issues,
including wills, powers of attorney, early access to
superannuation, mortgage hardship, employment,
discrimination and tenancy. Clients who cannot
pay for advice are eligible for free help.
The service helped a client who was denied cover
by her health insurer, because they claimed her
cancer was a pre-existing condition. Although she
had a clear mammogram only a few months before
taking out cover, the insurer said she “ought to
have known” that she had breast cancer, because
her sister had been diagnosed recently.
Another client was dismissed from work because
she was unable to perform a small component

NSW Chief Cancer Officer Professor David
Currow (left) and Cancer Council NSW CEO Dr
Andrew Penman at the launch of the service

• Clients can be referred by their social
worker, or by calling the Cancer Council
Helpline on 13 11 20.

Financial help is available
As well as taking a physical and emotional toll,
cancer can have a big financial impact due to
treatment costs and loss of income.
Cancer Council NSW has a range of programs that
can help the people of western Sydney deal with
the high costs of cancer.
The latest program is the No Interest Loan
Scheme, which provides loans of up to $1,200
to some people affected by cancer and financial
disadvantage. The loans can be used to pay for a
wide range of eligible expenses, including household
appliances and furniture, travel and accommodation
for treatment, and car repairs and registration.

No fees or interest are charged on the loans and
repayments are flexible to suit the borrower. There
are strict eligibility and assessment criteria for the
loans.
Cancer Council also offers other practical support,
including financial counselling, one-off payments
of up to $250 to pay for household expenses, and
supermarket and taxi vouchers.
• To apply for a no-interest loan, or to ask
about other Cancer Council financial and
practical support that may help you, contact
the social worker at your hospital or the
Cancer Council Helpline on 13 11 20.
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useful resources
Brain Cancer Action Week
Brain Cancer Action Week, which took place in May, is an initiative of Cancer Council
NSW in collaboration with the Cancer Institute NSW Oncology Group Neuro-Oncology. It
provides year-round information, support and advocacy. There is also an online survey for
patients, their families and carers.
http://braincanceraction.com.au/
Life after cancer treatment
A report from the Institute of Medicine in the US looks at the challenges that cancer
survivors face, and makes recommendations for how health services and other
organisations can provide appropriate care for survivors. The report, From cancer patient
to cancer survivor: lost in transition, is available free online, with a charge for hard copies.
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=11468
Dry July
Dry July, which began in 2008, is an online social community that challenges individuals
or teams to go for a month without alcohol and raise money for their efforts. Funds raised
from sponsorship benefit the lives of adults living with cancer across Australia.
http://www.dryjuly.com/default.aspx

help support our work
Please help us continue to treat and support cancer patients in our community. Your
donation, made out to Westmead Medical Research Foundation, will go directly to
the Sydney West Cancer Network, and will benefit patients across western Sydney.
To donate you can:
•

Donate online: www.wmrf.org.au/donate (option ‘Westmead Cancer Care’)

•

Donate by phone: 1800 639 037

•

Donate by post:

C/ Westmead Cancer Care Centre
Westmead Medical Research Foundation
PO Box 74 Westmead NSW 2145

contact details
Blacktown Cancer Care Centre

02 9881 8047

Mt Druitt Palliative Care  	

02 9881 1695

Nepean Cancer Care Centre  	

02 4734 3500

Westmead Cancer Care Centre  	 02 9845 5200

Please send us your ideas for stories and
feedback on this newsletter:
Postal Address:
		

PO Box 533
Wentworthville NSW 2145

Email: SWCN@swahs.health.nsw.gov.au

We welcome your comments on the newsletter and suggestions for stories.
This newsletter is produced by Melissa Sweet and Marge Overs
and designed by Rock Lily Design & Consulting. ISSN 1838-1529
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