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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.

Welcome to the first edition of Care & 
Connect, the newsletter of the Sydney 
West Cancer Network.

We are launching this publication to 
help patients, staff and our broader 
community stay abreast of the 
network’s news.

The newsletter will also help keep you 
up to date with the latest developments 
in the world of cancer care and 
prevention.

The Sydney West Cancer Network 
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.

Network Director, Professor Paul Harnett, says the network is an informal 
collaboration aimed at sharing expertise and resources.

“We believe we can achieve more for our patients and our services by working 
as a group, rather than as separate institutions. This is vital as there is a large 
and growing demand for cancer services in our area.”

Professor Harnett says another advantage of the network is that it means patients 
from across western Sydney can gain access to a wider range of expertise.

“It also improves training opportunities for clinicians and helps us to bring 
research to where patients are.”

Professor Harnett and colleagues hope the newsletter will also give patients 
and the broader community an opportunity to have their say. “We need to hear 
from patients, carers and other members of the community about what you 
want from our network,” he says. “We are committed to looking at how we can 
improve our services.”

We welcome your comments on the newsletter and suggestions for stories.  
Our contact details are on the back page.
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Working for a fairer health system for all
By Professor Paul Harnett 

As you’ve heard from recent media reports, health reform is high 
on the agenda of the Commonwealth and State Governments.

Plans for new health and hospital networks are being developed, 
and there will also be changes to how primary health care 
services are organised.

The reforms aim to help create a more co-ordinated system that is 
better able to meet patients’ needs and to cope with increasing 
demands. There is also widespread agreement that we need to 
invest more in preventing illness and disability.

The National Health and Hospitals Reform Commission also said 
a key priority was to create a fairer system. Not all Australians 
have equal access to the same range and quality of health care. 
Sometimes, those in greatest need have the least access.

While we hear quite a bit about the problems of people in rural and remote areas, it is also true that 
access to health care can be an issue for those in the outer suburbs of big cities such as Sydney.

My hope is that the reforms will help create a fairer system so our community in western Sydney 
can benefit. 

While the details of many reforms are still being determined, we will work hard to ensure our 
services continue to provide excellent care as we work through the reform process.

Professor Paul Harnett is director of the Sydney West Cancer Network and a medical •	
oncologist at Westmead Hospital.

Making news in China
About 20,000 Chinese cancer specialists will 
hear of the latest developments in breast cancer 
care from one of the Sydney West Cancer 
Network’s specialists. Associate Professor 
Nicholas Wilcken, Director of Medical Oncology 
at Westmead Hospital and a visiting specialist 
at Nepean Hospital, is due to address a large 
cancer conference in Beijing in September. 

Heading for Scotland
The role of hormones in breast cancer will be 
the subject of a presentation to an international 
conference by Professor Christine Clarke, a 
National Health and Medical Research Council 
Principal Research Fellow at the Westmead 
Millennium Institute. Professor Clarke will speak 
at the 14th International Congress on Hormonal 
Steroids and Hormones and Cancer in Edinburgh 
in September. 

Funding coup for melanoma research
Professor Richard Kefford, Director of the 
Westmead Institute for Cancer Research, and 
his team have won a major National Health and 
Medical Research Council Program Grant, worth 
$12.6 million over five years, to further their 
melanoma research. 

New support group for Blacktown 
Patients, family members and carers are 
welcome to join a cancer support group that 
meets each month at Blacktown. The group’s 
facilitator, Greg Long, says the meetings are 
informal, friendly and often have interesting 
speakers. The group meets on the third Monday 
of every month at the Max Webber Library, 
corner of Flushcombe Road and Alpha Street, 
Blacktown. Contact: 0408 427 504.

network news

Professor Paul Harnett

director’s message
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When you have to laugh
Christopher Coy says there are three possible 
explanations for how he ended up with the 
nickname, “Kip”. 

One goes that his brother couldn’t pronounce his 
full name when young; another is that he was 
named after his uncle’s dog; and another is that 
his mother conceived him while having a kip.

Mr Coy, as you may have guessed, likes a joke. 
A healthy sense of humour helped him and his 
family deal with his rectal cancer diagnosis.

A retired policeman, Mr Coy, 66, had surgery last 
year after having radiotherapy and chemotherapy 
to shrink the tumour. Since then, he and his wife 
Helen have spent a fair bit of time on the road in 
their caravan. 

Before setting off, Mr Coy sent a letter of thanks 
to staff at Westmead Hospital, expressing his 
gratitude for their “professional, dedicated and 
compassionate” care.

“

They were fantastic,” he says. “Nothing was a 
problem for anyone. There wasn’t one person I 
could complain about, even down to the guy who 
was cleaning the room.”

Dr Nim Pathmanathan, one of the surgeons who 
operated on Mr Coy, says his care benefited from 
the combined expertise of the multidisciplinary 
team. “It probably made all the difference to his 
outcome,” Dr Pathmanathan says.

Apart from poking fun at some serious moments, 
Mr Coy says he relied on his family’s support.

Mrs Coy says her husband’s ability to laugh about 
his situation and talk about it openly helped 
others to deal with it. “Some people don’t want to 
talk, but it’s better if you do,” she says. 

Getting the most out of your consultations
When people are grappling with the shock of a cancer diagnosis, it can be difficult to absorb information 
about care and treatment.

Sydney West Cancer Network recommends that you and your family take time to prepare before your 
consultations with doctors or other staff.

Here are some tips from our team:

• Before the consultation, write a list of questions you and your carers would like answered.

• Consider taking a friend or relative to the consultation. 

• Don’t be shy about taking notes. You can also ask if the consultation can be recorded. 

• If you don’t understand anything you are told, ask for a clarification or for more information.

Dr Jenny Shannon, Head of Medical Oncology at Nepean Hospital, says patients often don’t fully 
understand their diagnosis and treatment options. “We really encourage people to ask as many questions 
as they need to,” she says.

a patient’s journey

practical tips

 Some people don’t want  

to talk, but it’s better if  

you do 

Christopher and Helen Coy
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Preparing for the long road ahead 
Patients who are going to have surgery for head and neck cancers should prepare themselves 
physically and mentally, says Dr Carsten Palme, a head and neck surgeon at the Westmead 
Cancer Care Centre.

Smoking is one of the most common causes of 
these cancers, but it is not uncommon for patients 
to still be smoking after their diagnosis, he says.

“My advice to patients is to stop smoking,” Dr 
Palme says. “This will help speed up your healing 
after the surgery and reduce your chances of 
developing a lung infection.”

He also advises patients to improve their fitness. 
“They don’t have to run, just going for a walk 
three or four times a week will help.”

Dr Palme says it is important that patients and 
their families prepare themselves psychologically for the surgery, as it can be traumatic and 
involve a long recovery.

“Even though our surgical techniques in both removing cancers and reconstruction have 
significantly improved, patients need to appreciate that their quality of life will be affected for 
some time,” he says.

Learning from our patients
As health services around the world ask patients for their help in improving services, Sydney 
West Cancer Network is also keen to learn from patients’ experiences.

As part of a Consumer Participation Project funded by the Cancer Institute NSW, patients with 
head and neck cancers were recently asked about the care they had received.

This group of patients were chosen for the survey because they had been under-represented in 
consumer advocacy.

Ms Emily Phillips, a clinical psychologist who helped run the project, says the 11 patients who 
responded to the survey rated the quality of their care very highly.

One patient commented: “I thought the treatment regimen and care offered to be of a high 
standard consistently.”

But some patients also raised concerns and these were very useful, she says.

One patient’s comments about pain management during radiotherapy were fed back to the 
relevant service, and another mentioned problems with parking at the hospital.

“We’re aware of and have noted patients’ concerns about parking,” Ms Phillips says.

Patients involved in the survey were also invited to have their details included on a database, 
allowing them to be invited to contribute to quality improvement projects in the future.

Ms Phillips says the Sydney West Cancer Network is keen to hear from patients, their families 
and carers about how services can be improved. 

Patients across the network will be encouraged to complete satisfaction surveys. The next 
newsletter will include details of how to obtain the surveys.

team focus: head and neck cancers

Dr Carsten Palme
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Dedicated to helping in every way 
Dianne Head loves coming to work every day because she gains so much 
satisfaction from helping women with advanced breast and gynaecological 
cancers.

Ms Head, a Clinical Nurse Consultant at the Westmead Cancer Care Centre, 
is an important point of contact for women who are being treated for these 
advanced cancers.

She helps co-ordinate their care and makes their journey as smooth as 
possible.

“My patients call when they are unwell and they don’t know what to do or who 
to see,” she says. “A lot of what I do is helping to keep people out of hospital 
and at home with their families.” 

And the statistics back her up – each nurse care co-ordinator prevents about 80 admissions to Westmead 
Hospital a year.

Ms Head might do this by arranging for a community nurse to visit patients in their homes, or for the 
delivery of a pharmacy script.

When patients require hospital admission, Ms Head arranges for them to come direct to the cancer 
ward, to avoid waiting in the emergency department. “Everything we do is about making it easier for the 
patient,” she says.

Ms Head also helps patients with practical advice, such as how to manage sleeping and eating difficulties. 
“You help them manage their worry so it doesn’t take over their lives,” she says.

While some might assume that working in cancer is difficult, Ms Head says it is “deeply satisfying” to 
know that she is making a difference.

“I never, ever come to work with a feeling of dread,” she says. “I love it because it is useful. You hear so 
much terrible stuff in the media about the health system, but what we do as a service is fantastic.”

Dianne Head

question corner
Why does my doctor want to know about my family history?

When a health professional asks about your family history, they don’t want 
to know the ins and outs of your private life. They want to know if people in 
your family have had cancer. 

If they have, this does not necessarily mean anything significant. Cancer is 
common, so there will often be more than one person in a family affected by it. 

Sometimes, however, genetics can be involved. It is estimated that up to 
five in every 100 cancers are due to a faulty gene inherited from the father 
or mother. These are known as familial or family cancers. 

If family cancer is an issue, you and your family may be referred to a genetic 
counselling service. 

For more information, talk to your doctor about this.•	

Q
A

getting to know us 
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Helping hospital patients to quit  
pays off
Quit-smoking programs for smokers who wind 
up in hospital are a worthwhile investment, 
according to a recent expert analysis.

The analysis was undertaken by the Coalition 
for Evidence-Based Policy in the US.

It says there is “top-tier evidence” from four, 
well-conducted randomised controlled trials to 
support low-cost smoking cessation programs 
for hospitalised smokers who are willing to 
make a quit attempt.

Patients who took part in such programs were 
significantly more likely than other patients to 
be smoke free a year after leaving hospital. 
The program involved patients receiving 
a one-minute scripted smoking cessation 
message from their doctor, followed by a 
bedside counselling session with a nurse 
trained in smoking cessation. After discharge, 
patients also received 4-7 telephone 
counselling sessions with a nurse.

 
Fighting fit – or fighting fat?
Obesity and physical inactivity contribute to 
many health problems, including some cancers.

Should health policy focus on encouraging 
people to maintain a healthy weight or to be 
more physically active? This was the topic of a 
debate recently conducted in the pages of one 
of the world’s leading medical journals, the BMJ.

Academics from the University of Sydney 
argued that the best approach is to take 
multiple actions to tackle obesity.

“A focus on reducing obesity through a broad 
range of actions is likely to be more effective in 
preventing chronic disease and produce larger 
population health gains than an approach that 
solely focuses on inactivity,” they said.

“Programs should include improved urban 
planning (for example, cycle lanes, more 
accessible and affordable public transport, 
increased access to green space), decreased 
dependence on motor vehicles, and changes 
in local food production, national food 
distribution cost structures, and food pricing 
strategies.”

Enjoy plenty of fruit and vegetables  
A recent European study that attracted 
widespread media coverage suggested the 
cancer-fighting benefits of fruit and vegetables 
had been overstated.

The findings suggest that while people who 
eat plenty of fruit and vegetables have a 
reduced risk of cancer, the benefit may not be 
as large as previously thought.

However, an editorial in the medical journal, 
The Lancet, says the study should not 
discourage people from tucking into fruit and 
vegetables.

It notes that regular consumption can protect 
against other diseases such as heart disease 
and stroke. 

“Eating fruit and vegetables can help maintain 
a healthy body weight, which can reduce the 
risk of cancer since obesity is only second to 
smoking as a preventable cause.”

Professor Paul Harnett, Director of the Sydney 
West Cancer Network, says such findings 
indicate that “Grandma was right”. 

“All the research says that regular exercise 
like walking for 30 minutes 3-4 times a week 
and a sensible balanced diet can add many 
happy years to your life,” he says.

 

Good news from new report
The proportion of the population dying from 
cancer is falling, according to a recent Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare report.

Australia’s Health 2010 shows that the death 
rate for cancers overall, after adjusting for the 
changing age of the population, fell from 209 
per 100,000 people in 1987, to 176 in 2007. 

Over that period, the falls in death rates were 
particularly pronounced for colorectal, breast 
and lung cancers. However, the ageing of the 
population means the number of people with 
cancer is increasing.

The report also shows that five-year survival 
rates have improved markedly. Cancer Council 
Australia credits the gains to better diagnostic 
methods, earlier detection and improved 
treatment.  

news & views
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Help when you need it most 
By Gunjan Tripathi

People with cancer and their families will have 
easy access to information and support at new 
centres about to open at the Westmead and 
Nepean Cancer Care Centres.

Cancer Council NSW, 
the largest cancer 
charity in NSW, is 
establishing the Cancer 
Information Centres 
as part of our mission 
to defeat cancer 
through engaging the 
community.

The centres, which will 
be near the reception 
areas, will provide 
timely information 
and support to newly 

diagnosed patients and their families, as well as 
contact with the Cancer Council Helpline. 

Each centre will provide free booklets from the 
Cancer Council’s Understanding Cancer series, 
which covers key issues in cancer, such as food, 
emotions, caring for someone with cancer, patient 
rights and complementary therapies. 

Trained volunteers led by a co-ordinator will help 
patients to access information and support.

The centres are the result of a partnership 
between Cancer Council NSW and Sydney West 
Area Cancer Services.

The local Cancer Council Hubs at Rouse Hill and 
Penrith will co-ordinate the centres.

Gunjan Tripathi is Regional Manager of the •	
Greater Western Sydney Region, Cancer 
Council NSW.

For more information, call the Greater Western 
Sydney Regional office of Cancer Council NSW on 
9354 2000 or the Cancer Helpline: 13 11 20

Join the chorus  
By Sally Crossing AM

Cancer Voices NSW is the voice of people affected 
by cancer. 

To improve the cancer experience, we are active 
in the areas of diagnosis, information, treatment, 
research, support and care. 

This is a big task, so we work in partnership with 
providers of these services, ensuring the patient 
perspective is heard. One of those partners is the 
Westmead Cancer Care Centre.

I became involved with Cancer Voices after a 
first diagnosis of early breast cancer in 1995. 
Two years later I started the Breast Cancer 
Action Group NSW, 
which worked closely 
with the Breast 
Cancer Institute at 
Westmead, especially 
on our Directory of 
Specialists. 

Some us soon realised 
that cancer patients 
and survivors share 
many common issues 
and needs. It made 
sense to begin a real 
voice for people with 
cancer of any kind, 
building on what we had learnt through breast 
cancer advocacy. 

We in Cancer Voices NSW have a strong 
commitment to giving back, through cancer 
consumer advocacy, which is all about making a 
difference wherever and whenever we can.

We can make a difference in many ways, 
by giving feedback about big picture issues, 
treatment and support, local services and waiting 
times.

Check our website (www.cancervoices.org.au) to 
learn more about what we do. Better still, join 
us – it’s free and you can help or just be part of a 
growing network.

Sally Crossing is Chair of Cancer Voices NSW •	
and a Member of the Order of Australia (AM) 
for cancer consumer advocacy. She was 
diagnosed	with	metastatic	breast	cancer	five	
years ago.

Gunjan Tripathi

Sally Crossing AM

guest appearances
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New booklet about advanced prostate cancer 
The Australian Cancer Network and Australian Prostate Cancer Collaboration have released 
a new booklet on advanced prostate cancer. For a free copy, call the Cancer Council 
Helpline on 13 11 20.

Information on lung cancer in many languages 
The Australian Lung Foundation and Cancer Council Australia have produced a series of 
information brochures and posters in English and seven other languages: Arabic, Bangla, 
Chinese, Dinka, Greek, Italian and Vietnamese. They cover the types of lung cancer and 
treatment and support options. Contact the Australian Lung Foundation: 1800 654 301.

New DVD for patients with pancreatic cancer 
Patients with pancreatic cancer have been shown to be in great need of emotional support. 
A new DVD, developed by Cancer Council NSW and the NSW Pancreatic Cancer Network, 
aims to help, and covers topics such as loneliness, treatment and palliative care. The DVD 
features the Sydney West Cancer Network’s Dr Jemma Gilchrist. It can be viewed online at 
www.cancercouncil.com.au/pancreaticcancer.

All donations received through Care & Connect will go directly to Sydney 
West Cancer Network to support patient care, research, equipment and 
community education. 

To donate you can:

Donate online at www.wmrf.org.au• 

Post cheque or money order to:• 

 Westmead Medical Research Foundation 
 PO Box 74 Westmead NSW 2145   or

Ph 1800 639 037• 

help support our work

useful resources

contact details
Telephone:   (02) 9845 5555

Patient Enquiries:  (02) 9845-6588 
 (8:30am-8:00pm)

Postal Address:  Sydney West Cancer Network 
 PO Box 63 
 PENRITH NSW 2751

Street Address:  Cnr Hawkesbury and  
 Darcy Roads, Westmead

This newsletter is produced by Melissa Sweet and Marge Overs  
and designed by Rock Lily Design & Consulting. ISSN 1838-1529


