HRT CAN BE LETHAL

Further research from the UK Million Women Study published online in the Lancet on 19 April 2007 reveals that the use of hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for at least five years added up to 1,300 additional ovarian cancers over the 14 years from 1991 and 2005 in Britain and 1,000 extra deaths. Women who were on HRT and had been on it for at least five years, were on average 20% more likely to develop ovarian cancer and 23% more likely to die of it than those who had never used HRT.  

Ovarian cancer

The increased risk of ovarian cancer only occurred in women who current-ly used HRT and had done so for at least five years. Women who had quit HRT use – and those who had used HRT for less than five years – weren’t at increased of ovarian cancer, compared to women who had never used HRT. While the study does not prove that HRT causes ovarian cancer, the results held when the researchers adjusted for factors including age, time since menopause, smoking, physical activity, age at first birth, BMI (body mass index), alcohol consumption, past use of oral contraceptives, social class and geographic location.

Professor Valerie Beral of the Cancer Research United Kingdom Epidemiology Unit said the effect of HRT on ovarian cancer should not be viewed in isolation, especially because HRT also affects the risk of breast and endometrial cancer. In total, these three cancers account for 39% of all cancers in women in Britain. “The total incidence of these three cancers in the Million Women Study population is 63% higher in current users of HRT than in never-users (31 vs 19 per 1,000 over five years),” she said. 

The researchers excluded women with a history of cancer other than nonmelanoma skin cancer and women who had had both ovaries surgically removed. That left more than 948,000 women.

HRT and breast cancer

Further evidence of the risk of breast cancer associated with the use of HRT has come from the Women’s Health Initiative (WHI) Study in the USA. A study in 12 April 2007 issue of New England Journal of Medicine confirmed a 9% decline in breast cancer rates in American women from 2001 - 2004 since many of them stopped using HRT after the results of the link between HRT and breast cancer – and the increased risk of stroke and thrombosis (blood clots) and heart disease – were highlighted in a blaze of publicity in July 2002. 

It has been estimated that in 2000 two in every three middle-aged women in the USA were taking HRT, and two million women were on HRT at the height of its popularity. This means that tens of thousands of women will have developed cancer as a result. 

The use of HRT slumped dramatic-ally in both the US and the UK and Australia in the wake of the bad publicity. In New Zealand the use of HRT has dropped to about a third of what it was in 2001. However, the numbers of women using HRT had begun to rise again as those health professionals with a vested interest in HRT and in discrediting the WHI study have become increasingly vocal in their attempts to discredit the findings. (Refer to September 2006 issue of AWHC newsletter.) It is to be hoped that both of these studies will now silence the critics.

As Dr Steven Narod, director of the Familial Breast Cancer Research Unit at the Women’s College Research Institute wrote in a commentary accompanying the study: “With these new data on ovarian cancer, we expect the use of HRT to fall further, and we hope that the number of women dying of ovarian cancer will decline as well.” 

· Beral V, et al. Lancet 19 April 2007
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