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Spectacular successes in the fight
against breast cancer

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, July 9th, 2023.

The discovery of new treatments for breast cancer now allows
more than 95% of women with early forms of this cancer to
survive the disease.

Each year, more than 2 million women are diagnosed with invasive breast
cancer, usually present at an early stage. The prognosis of these cancers
varies considerably depending on the type of breast cancer, the age of the
patient and her general state of health, but the critical period remains the 5
years following the diagnosis, because it is during this period that occurs
the majority of deaths. The evolution of the 5-year survival rate after the
diagnosis of breast cancer therefore represents a reliable indicator for
determining the progress made in the fight against this cancer.

FALLING MORTALITY

According to a recent analysis, carried out among more than 500,000
women affected by early breast cancer (stages | and I1), this progress is
quite remarkable (1). In this study, the researchers compared the 5-year
mortality rates observed for women diagnosed during the 1990s, 2000s
and between 2010-2015.

The fall in this mortality rate is spectacular: whereas during the 1990s,
approximately 15% of women died within 5 years of diagnosis, this
proportion is now less than 3% for the vast majority of patients.

This progress is explained by the constant evolution of scientific
knowledge made by research on the factors involved in the progression of
breast cancer, which has catalyzed the discovery of new treatments. Let us
mention in particular:

1. Targeted therapies: Herceptin (trastuzumab) is an antibody that
specifically targets an oncogene (HER-2) that participates in the growth of
certain types of breast tumors. Available since the 2000s, this drug has
truly revolutionized the treatment of these tumors and considerably
increased survival when administered in combination with chemotherapy.
Another antibody called Perjeta (pertumuzab) has recently emerged which
also improves the success of treatment for certain types of breast cancer.

2. New hormonal therapies, such as aromatase inhibitors, which have a
high biochemical specificity.

3. Improving the precision and effectiveness of radiotherapy.

YOU REAP WHAT YOU SOW

These encouraging results would never have seen the light of day without
the mobilization of a vast community of scientists, researchers, clinicians,
graduate students, research professionals who have worked tirelessly for
many years to better understand this disease and identify ways to cure it.
There is still a long way to go, but the progress made in the fight against
breast cancer is a concrete example of the importance of investing time
and money in research, both basic and clinical. We reap what we sow,
even in the face of such a formidable enemy as breast cancer.

@ Taylor C et al. Breast cancer mortality in 500 000 women
with early invasive breast cancer in England, 1993-2015 :
population based observational cohort study. BMJ
2023;c381:e074684.
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