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Dispatches from the European front

=% Anna Wagstaff and Peter McIntyre

we are not losing

Thirty-three years after Nixon committed the US to defeating cancer, Fortune

magazine talked to America’s cancer gurus to find out what went wrong. The

article makes depressing reading. But are things really that bleak? Cancer

World invited leading members of Europe’s cancer community to respond.

he estimated $200 billion

spent on US cancer

research since Nixon's

National Cancer Act in

1971 has been largely
wasted, and today, even controlling
for age, “the percentage of Americans
dying from cancer is about the same
as in 1970 ...and in 1950.” This was
the starting point of a damning indict-
ment of progress in cancer treatment
that appeared as a March cover story
in Fortune, a leading US business
magazine, under the title: “Why we're
losing the war against cancer”.
Penned by the magazine’s executive
editor Clifton Leaf, the article analy-
ses where it all went wrong and
comes up with some controversial
solutions.

e Faulty models. Researchers, he
argues, work on mouse models that
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tell us little about the behaviour of
tumours in human beings. Tumour
shrinkage is accepted as the major
indicator of a drug’s effectiveness, but
shrinkage has almost no effect on sur-
vival. Ninety percent of cancer deaths
are from metastases, yet fewer than
one in two hundred National Cancer

o

Institute (NCI) grants go to research
focused on metastases.

® Regulatory straightjackets. Slow
and expensive clinical trials discour-
age drugs companies from taking risks
and exploring radical approaches.
With a time lag of 12 to 14 years and
an average cost of $802 million to
bring a drug to market, companies
prefer to fiddle with existing com-
pounds that buy a few extra months of
survival. The system forces companies
to test promising new compounds on
the sickest patients, not on early stage
cancer where a cure may be possible.
It also hinders the development of
cocktails of drugs aimed at multiple
targets.

¢ Dysfunctional cancer culture.
Leaf argues for a focused, collabora-
tive effort aimed at finding a cure,
arguing that it only took six years to
develop the atom bomb, and eleven to
land a man on the moon. Instead we








