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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.

As we head into summer, it’s timely 
to remember that Australia has the 
highest rate of skin cancer in the world 
and that we all need to protect our skin 
from the sun’s harmful rays.

But some people are at higher risk of 
the most dangerous form of skin cancer 
– melanoma – and need to work harder 
to protect their skin and keep watch for 
changes in skin spots.

For the past 20 years, Westmead 
researchers have worked with thousands of people who have a family history of 
melanoma to determine the role of genetics in the disease.

Associate Professor Graham Mann, who co-leads the melanoma research 
program at the Westmead Institute for Cancer Research, says the team was 
one of the first in the world to discover inherited mutations in a gene called 
p16, which leads to a 10-20 fold increase in the risk of melanoma.

“Over the past two years, we’ve been able to look at the complete genetic 
makeup of people with a family history of melanoma from all around the world 
and also study common genetic variations that affect melanoma risk across the 
whole community,” Professor Mann says. “We’ve helped discover a whole new 
set of gene variations that affect melanoma risk.”

He says people with these common genetic variations and other risk factors 
(eg, fair and freckly or moley skin) have to be especially careful in protecting 
their skin and looking out for skin changes.

Professor Mann says everyone should get to know their own skin. “Melanoma 
can arise as a change in an existing mole so it’s important that everybody in 
the population knows what moles they have and sees a GP or skin cancer clinic 
if they notice any changes.” 

•	 See	pages	2,	3	and	6	for	more	skin	cancer	news.

We welcome your comments on the newsletter and suggestions for stories.  
Our contact details are on the back page.
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Pausing to remember what we have
By Professor Paul Harnett 

At the end of every year, as the stresses and joys of Christmas 
approach, I look at the walls of our wards and I think to myself: 
if only you could speak and tell us what you’ve seen this year.

Our clinics, wards and waiting rooms bear witness to the highs 
and lows that our patients and their loved ones go through. 

I am constantly amazed by the courage that people display in the 
face of difficulty.

In 2010, the Sydney West Cancer Network has had some noted 
successes; many of our trainee specialists have completed 
exams and won scholarships and other awards, and we’ve 
become increasingly involved in clinical trials to help develop new 
treatments.

I want to take this opportunity to say a sincere thank you to our staff. You have been working 
very hard, often in the face of considerable resource constraints. Your goodwill in doing extra 
shifts and changing work practices has allowed us to minimise patients’ waiting times. 

This can be a difficult time of the year. If you are struggling for any reason, this is the advice I 
often give to patients: take a minute to walk in the sunshine, to enjoy the fresh air, and to think 
about what you have, rather than what you have lost.

For our patients, staff and community, I wish you all the best for the festive season and the 
New Year.

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

New approaches to melanoma 
Melanoma is always a serious illness, but some 
melanomas are more dangerous than others, 
says Associate Professor Graham Mann. 

Professor Mann, of Westmead’s melanoma 
research team, says the team has invested a 
lot of effort in trying to understand the genetic 
makeup of different melanomas and how this 
makeup affects their behaviour.

It seems the effort is paying off, particularly 
in identifying melanomas that more likely to 
spread quickly to other parts of the body.

A new development in the past year is a finding 
that some melanomas which do better after 
surgery, even after they have spread to the 
lymph glands, may be experiencing a stronger 
immune reaction. 

In other words, the immune system may be 
helping to keep the melanoma under control. 

The team has also looked at the genes that tell 
the cells in a melanoma when to stop or start 
multiplying, and has found melanomas that 
grow and spread quickly can more commonly 
have abnormalities in the BRAF or NRAS genes.

“It seems that melanomas that have these 
genes switched on may have a worse prognosis 
that those that don’t,” Professor Mann says.

He says this information should soon help 
doctors to take new approaches to patients 
based on the markers they have in their 
tumours at the time they have surgery. “We 
expect this will flow through into different trials 
and better targeted treatments for people who 
have a melanoma that has spread,” he says.

network news

Professor Paul Harnett

from the director
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Taking each day as it comes
Shirley Blacklaws deals with her cancer diagnosis 
with a few simple rules: to learn as much as she 
can so she can make informed choices, to trust 
herself and her health care team, and to never 
give up.

It’s an approach that has helped her weather the 
physical and emotional effects of many cycles of 
chemotherapy and radiation.

Shirley, 56, was diagnosed in 2005 with a rare 
cancer called thymoma, which is cancer of the 
thymus gland. The cancer had already spread to 
the pleural area, which is the space between the 
lungs and the chest wall. 

Her oncologist at Westmead, Dr Rina Hui, was 
frank: her treatment options were limited and 
she would need to use treatment proven for other 
cancers, such as breast cancer. 

Luckily, this approach worked: after several cycles 
of chemotherapy and radiation therapy, tumours in 
Shirley’s thymus and pleural area had halved in size.
After more than three years of treatment, Shirley 
decided to have a break.

She hasn’t had any treatment now for 18 months 
and the cancer is still under control. Both Shirley 
and her doctor are delighted.

 

 
 
For Shirley, this experience shows her the 
unpredictable nature of cancer – and the need to 
take each day as it comes. She is grateful to her 
health care team at Westmead, including Dr Hui, 
who has always been open and honest; oncology 
nurse Euchy Nursoo, who “gives great advice all 
the time”; and her counsellor, Dr Catherine Mason, 
with whom she shares her feelings and worries.

“My experience with the hospital system has been 
good,” she says. “I’ve never understood the bad 
stories I read about hospitals in the newspapers 
because everyone at Westmead has treated me 
really well.”

On the home front, Shirley has found energy and 
motivation with her grandchildren, Chloe, 8, and 
Ryan, 3.

“If I’m feeling down, I will visit them or they will 
visit me,” she says. “They’ll kiss and cuddle me 
and show me unconditional love. This gives me 
energy for another day.”

Reducing your risk of skin cancer
Australia has such high levels of UV radiation that anyone who grows up here can develop skin cancer, 
even people with dark skin and those who tan easily. But there are ways to reduce your risk of skin 
cancer while still enjoying time outside. 

Cancer Council NSW has these simple tips to protect your skin.

• Wear close-weave clothing that covers as much skin as possible.
• Use broad-spectrum, water-resistant, SPF30+ sunscreen. Apply it liberally 20 minutes before going 

outside and reapply it every two hours and after swimming and exercise.
• Wear a broad-brimmed or bucket-style hat that protects your face, ears and neck.
• Use shade wherever possible.
• Wear close-fitting sunglasses that meet the Australian Standard 1067.
• Don’t get sunburnt. 

•	 For	more	information	about	reducing	your	risk	of	skin	cancer,		
visit	www.cancercouncil.com.au/sunsmart	or	call	the	Cancer	Council	Helpline	on	13	11	20.	

a patient’s journey

practical tips

 Everyone at Westmead has 

treated me really well. 

Energy boost … Shirley with her grandchildren, 
Chloe, 8, and Ryan, 3
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Patients welcome move to day stays 
Bone marrow transplant is a rapidly evolving field, with one of the most significant advances 
being a move to outpatient treatment.

This has dramatically reduced how long patients need to spend in 
hospital.

The haematology team at the Westmead Cancer Care Centre 
is leading innovations to make treatment more effective and 
convenient.

Bone marrow transplant patients once spent up to six weeks in 
hospital, but most can now receive their transfusions and some of 
their other treatment during day clinics. 

“Patients generally prefer that,” says Dr Warwick Benson, a clinical   
 haematologist. 

Earlier this year, the department introduced weekend clinics.

“Many patients have expressed appreciation that blood transfusions can be done on weekends, 
which fits in with working families so much better,” Dr Benson says.

Professor David Gottlieb, professor of haematology at the University of Sydney, says the 
haematology team is at the forefront of research to improve treatments for a range of cancers 
of the blood.

“The department is involved in up to 40 national and international clinical trials at any one time, 
which helps ensure our patients have access to the latest treatments,” he says.

The department, the largest in NSW, does about 80 bone marrow transplants each year, mostly 
for acute leukaemia, lymphoma and multiple myeloma.

Regular information days are held to help ensure patients and their families are fully informed 
about bone marrow transplants.

“We give an honest overview of what the risks and complications are, to bring everybody in on 
the same wavelength,” says Professor Gottlieb.

“Families and friends often expect everything will be OK after the procedure, but ongoing 
complications are relatively common. It has been helpful to ensure patients and their families 
have realistic expectations.”

Thumbs up for the team
Most patients are very satisfied with the care 
they receive from the haematology team, 
according to a patient feedback survey.

The survey asked patients to rate multiple 
aspects of their care, including the skill and 
knowledge of their treating clinicians. They 
were also asked about the coordination of 
their care, and how well their emotional needs 
were met.

Dr Warwick Benson, a clinical haematologist, 
says the findings are “really positive”.

He says the results are heartening for the 
department’s hard-working staff.

“The staff deserve accolades, especially as 
they’ve been working through a period of 
significant reductions in staff numbers,” he says.

“There should also be some bouquets for the 
support and administration staff, who’ve really 
stepped up to the plate.”

An area of concern the survey identified was 
a lack of access to parking, which Dr Benson 
says is an important issue for both patients 
and staff.

team focus: haematology

Professor David Gottlieb



5

Forging a new pathway in nursing 
More than 40 years after she began nursing, Pauline Wilson 
has graduated as a nurse practitioner specialising in palliative 
care. 

Ms Wilson – known to colleagues and patients alike as “Willie” 
– is based at the Nepean Cancer Care Centre, and is the 
first nurse practitioner working in cancer care in the Western 
Sydney Area Health Service.

Willie, 58, encourages her nursing colleagues to consider the 
nurse practitioner pathway.

After studying hard for many years while in a busy job caring 
for patients, Willie says she couldn’t have managed without 
the help of colleagues. “This environment has been extremely 
supportive,” she says.

Willie, who has been running a nurse-led clinic for the past 
year, says her expanded role should complement the traditional 
nursing and medical roles. She also hopes to work with other 
clinicians in improving their skills in working with dying patients.

While working in palliative care is extremely rewarding, Willie 
says it can also be confronting and distressing. Staff have to look after themselves as well as their 
patients, she adds. “As a team, we’re very supportive and that makes all the difference.”

Pauline Wilson at her graduation 

getting to know us 

question corner
How can I get a good night’s sleep?

 
Dr Catherine Mason, director of psycho-oncology at the Sydney West Cancer 
Network, says:

•	 Have a wind-down time before bed and go to bed when you’re sleepy. 

•	 Make sure your sleep space is comfortable.

•	 Bed is for sleeping and sex, and nothing else (not watching TV, chatting 
on the phone etc). Reading for a few minutes is OK.

•	 If you aren’t asleep 15-30 minutes after switching off the light, get up, do 
something relaxing, and return to bed when sleepy.

•	 Get up and out of bed at the same time each day.

•	 Avoid trying to make up for lost sleep by napping during the day.

•	 Above all, bed is not for lying awake and worrying. If worries keep you 
awake, get up and write them down. 

If your problems with sleeping persist, talk to your doctor or nurse, and 
consider seeing one of the Network’s psychologists.

•	 More	detail	is	available	in	a	handout	from	psychologists	at	the	Westmead	and	Nepean	
cancer	centres,	or	at	www.beyondblue.org	(Fact	sheet	number	7:	Sleeping	Well).

Q

A
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Teamwork wins over patients

The vast majority of NSW public hospital 
patients rate their care as excellent, very good 
or good, according to a statewide survey.

The report, published by the Bureau of Health 
Information, analysed the results of surveys 
completed by about 20,000 patients in 2009.

The report, Insights into Care: Patients’ 
Perspectives on NSW Public Hospitals, 
concluded that effective teamwork between 
doctors and nurses was vital for improving 
patient outcomes.

“Another very important indicator of excellence 
was courtesy of nurses and the person who 
admitted patients as well as cleanliness of the 
room,” the report said. It is available at:  
www.bhi.nsw.gov.au

•	 Page	4:	What	our	patients	say	about	their	
care.

Behind the headlines: Shining a light 
on vitamin D 
In recent years, there has been a rash of 
media stories sounding the alarm about 
vitamin D deficiency. 

Vitamin D is essential for bones and muscle 
health at all stages of life, and low levels have 
been linked to a range of diseases and health 
problems. The sun’s ultraviolet rays are the 
best source of vitamin D but also a major 
cause of skin cancer.

The publicity has raised concerns that some 
people may ignore sun-protection messages 
aimed at reducing their risk of skin cancer. 

A Cancer Council Australia statement says: 
“Sensible sun protection does not put people 
at risk of vitamin D deficiency. For most 
people, adequate vitamin D levels are reached 
through regular daily activity and incidental 
exposure to the sun.”

Some food, such as milk, margarines, oily fish 
and eggs, contains small amounts of vitamin 
D, but it is hard to get enough vitamin D from 
food alone.

People at risk of low vitamin D include those 
with naturally very dark skin and people with 
little or no sun exposure. People with low 

vitamin D may need to take a supplement and 
eat foods that are rich in vitamin D, rather 
than spend more time in the sun. If you’re 
concerned about vitamin D, talk to your doctor.

•	 Page	3:	Top	tips	for	sun	protection	

Casting a wide net for cancer 
information
More than two-thirds of cancer patients seek 
information from sources other than their 
treatment staff.

This finding comes from a survey of more 
than more than 1700 cancer patients in 
the US state of Wisconsin, which was 
published recently in the Journal of Health 
Communication.

While almost one-third turned to the internet 
and books, only 13 per cent of this group 
said these sources influenced their treatment 
decisions.

The researchers said previous studies 
suggested that clinicians often underestimated 
patients’ need for information.

“Treatment staff should suggest clear, accurate 
and reliable internet sites; direct patients to 
active support groups; and inform patients 
of up-to-date research and useful books on 
treatment options,” the researchers said.

Services could also consider providing patients 
with internet access and library assistance, 
they recommended.

“In order to provide quality cancer care, 
health professionals should be aware of the 
supplemental information sources that cancer 
patients use to understand their disease and 
treatment options,” the researchers said.

news & views

Health Insite is an Australian Government 
website (see page 8)
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Fresh air and time out make a 
world of difference 
When Karen Cardis arrived in Hawks Nest for a 
holiday, it was like “someone picked us up and 
dropped us in the middle of a lovely Eden”.

The holiday couldn’t have come at a better 
time for Karen and her daughter, Megan, and 
granddaughter Vanessa, 5, who live with Karen. 
After surgery and months of chemotherapy for 
ovarian cancer, Karen was worn out.

“We were all so stressed when we went to 
Hawks Nest,” Karen, 53, says. “My daughter 
was pregnant and worried about me, and my 
granddaughter didn’t know what to do with 
herself. Her little world was upside down – her 
mum and nanny were upset and she couldn’t 
make sense of it.”

Karen heard about the Hawks Nest Project, 
an initiative of Westmead Medical Research 
Foundation, from Kim Hobbs, who runs the 
gynaecological cancer support group at Westmead.

The project provides free holiday accommodation 
for people seriously ill with cancer.

After some simple paperwork, Karen, Megan 
and Vanessa arrived in Hawks Nest for a week’s 
holiday in May. John Rumble, from Hawks Nest 
First National Real Estate, settled them into their 
three-bedroom duplex.

“It was like taking a deep breath,” Karen says. 
“The stress just fell away. There were birds in 

the trees, there were 
flowers everywhere. 
We only saw one 
car. The people 
who walked past us 
were very friendly. 
They said hello even 
though they had no 
clue who we were.”

John Rumble took 
them out for a 
boat ride on the 
waterways and in 
nearby Port Stephens 
they found a baby 
animal farm.

After the week, Karen and her family returned to 
Sydney, refreshed and ready to face treatment 
again.

Karen says the holiday provided a break from the 
grind of treatment and constant worry. 

“Cancer is always in the back of your mind,” she 
says. “It’s like being in a grey bubble, and when 
we went to Hawks Nest, the bubble popped and 
disappeared.”

Karen, who is having chemotherapy again 
because the cancer has come back a third time, 
is thankful to everyone involved in the Hawks 
Nest project, which allowed her to see her family 
relaxed after many stressful months. 

“It’s important for the home owners and the real 
estate agent to know how much their generosity 
means to us,” Karen says. “It was a wonderful 
time to build memories. Those calm, gentle and 
lovely memories are priceless. We will remember 
that magical time forever.”

Meet a caring community  

The Hawks Nest project is a shining example of 
the community pitching in to help people in need.

More than 40 owners make their holiday homes 
available for free outside school holidays. Hawks 
Nest First National Real Estate administers the 
accommodation, and Guildford Leagues Club pays 
for cleaning. A local boat shop, Coastlife Marine, 
has donated a boat for patient use.

Gail Ladner, Community Fundraising Manager at 
Westmead Medical Research Foundation, says about 
30 families stay for free in Hawks Nest each year. 

She says the Foundation feels blessed to have the  
opportunity to do something special for patients. 
 
“The Hawks Nest holiday home owners and 
Guildford Leagues Club have been so generous to 
the Westmead Medical Research Foundation and 
to the patients of western Sydney,” Gail says.

“It is such a pleasure to deal with the staff at 
Hawks Nest First National, who are always so 
caring and giving of their time.”

•	 Requests	to	stay	in	Hawks	Nest	should	come	
from	a	social	worker.	For	more	information,	
contact	your	social	worker.

connections

Karen’s granddaughter 
Vanessa at Hawks Nest

 It was a wonderful time to 

build memories. 
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Fertility and cancer 
CanTeen, an organisation for young people living with cancer, has released a free book to 
inform young patients of their fertility options. Maybe Later Baby: A guide to fertility for 
young people with cancer is available online (http://www.nowwhat.org.au/about/
resources) or by phoning 1800 226 833.

Palliative care resources 
Palliative Care Australia has online resources that may help patients and families.  
These include information about grief, medicines, and the stories of people with a terminal 
illness.  
http://www.palliativecare.org.au

Finding reliable health information online 
HealthInsite is a gateway website established by the Australian Government that helps the 
public find reliable health information. It also includes advice about questions to ask health 
professionals. You can sign up for a free email newsletter.  
http://www.healthinsite.gov.au

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  

help support our work

useful resources

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

 Email:  SWCN@swahs.health.gov.au

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


