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Majo r flaws di scovered in N L breast
ca ncer t es ts

crv,ca News Staff

Breast cancer patien ts in Newfoundland
and Labrador face a frightening wa it as
hu ndreds of tissue samples dating back
to 1997 are being retested foliowing t he

discovery of maj or flaws in a laboratory test .

The prob lem was discovered in IVJay, when a test for hormone
receptors in the cancer cells of a patient who had fa llen ill in spite
of testing negative gave a different result than earlie r tests .

The hormone receptor test determines if celis are st imulated by
either estrogen or progesterone and indicates cancer-ce ll growth .

The orig inal test was negative but in May, the patient's tissue tested
positive, and as a result the pro v ince 's breast cancer tes ting
program was suspe nded.

"With 40 steps in the (test ing) procedure, if you have a problem in
any particu lar step, it can affect t he resu lts you get ," Bob vylliia ms,
vice -president of qua lity diagnostic and medical services for the
Eastern Regional Integrated Health Authority, to ld The Globe and
Mail.

"There are checks and balances in there, but in this case, in some of
these cases, these things did not appea r to work ."

I n July , the autho rity called on Toronto's Mount Sinai Hospit al to test
previous ly screened tissue and to take on the lab work for all new
breast cancer patients. c-,

Health- care officia ls say they can't be precise abo ut the number of
peop le affected . Mount Sinai is testing 30 per cent of the hundreds
of t issue samples that came up negati ve since 1997. So far, 10 per .
cent of resu lts have changed to posit ive.
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A differen t result "may have implications for pat ient care and that's
the issue that's discussed wi th the patient's t reating physician and

, then treatment may be modified based on that," Dr. Will iams told
The Globe.

.The troubles in the lab are a worr y for breast cancer surv ivors who
have to wai t for news about th e new tests on their tissue.

"My breast cancer patho logy came back as estrogen negative but
· par ti ally progesterone posit ive, so it is possible that there was an
er ro r in my pathology, " Ger ry Rogers, a breast cancer surv ivo r who

I turned her orde al into an award-wi nning docum entary, told The
Globe.

"It's hard to know that maybe a mistake has been mad e."

· Pati ents who test positive for hormon e receptors may be offe red
ITamoxifen, a drug that interfe res with est rogen and progeste rone
' ove r a fiv e-yea r treatment.

Peter Dawe, directo r of the Newfoundland and Labrador chapter of
the Canadian Cancer Society, warns that this "has the potential to
be a big issue" for the prov ince's health-care system and patients.

, "It alters th e t reatment. You cou ld be having an inadeq uate
treatment based on a test resu lt ," Dawe said .

"There is a group th at has the test result in quest ion and ou r fear is
that they should have received t reatment and didn't."
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