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Lung cancer isn't limited to smokers

Death of former chief judge Judith Kaye is a reminder of disease's reach

By Claire Hughes  Updated 7:21 am, Monday, January 11, 2016

ADVERTISEMENT

Former Chief Judge Judith Kaye's death from lung cancer Thursday highlights a key

misconception that the No. 1 cancer killer for both men and women results

exclusively from smoking.

The fact is it's not just smokers who get it.

"Anybody with lungs can get lung cancer," said Dr. Makenzi Evangelist of New York
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Lung cancer specialist Dr. Makenzi Evangelist of New York Oncology Hematology (NYOH), left, goes over a
chart with Dr. Ira Zackon, president of NYOH and hematologist, in the pharmacy lab at NYOH in Albany ... more
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Oncology Hematology's office at Albany Medical Center Hospital.

Kaye, 77, was diagnosed five years ago, according to a family friend. She never smoked

and was a fitness enthusiast.

Not uncommon, experts said. As many as 20 percent of Americans who die from lung

cancer each year — that's 16,000 to 24,000 people -— are not smokers, according to the

American Cancer Society.

Laura Greco, a 40-year-old Saratoga Springs resident who has never smoked, only found

out she has lung cancer after a car accident in February 2015. A post-accident scan at

the Saratoga Hospital emergency department revealed a 4-centimeter tumor in her left

lung.

"We were devastated," her husband, Tillman Nechtman, said in an email.

Still, the couple feels lucky because the accident revealed the tumor while the cancer is

still treatable, he said.

ADVERTISEMENT

While smoking is the main risk factor for

lung cancer, and avoiding tobacco the

main way people can prevent the disease,

there are other causes.

Radon gas, air pollution, secondhand

smoke and cancer-causing materials in some workplaces are also known causes.

Older non-smokers are at higher risk than younger ones for developing lung cancer, in

part because of exposure to smoke in their homes and public places before the dangers

of tobacco smoke prompted campaigns to rein it in, Evangelist said.

Another cause of lung cancer is gene mutations.
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More Information

Drug study

New York Oncology Hematology is
testing a new immunotherapy drug for
lung cancer. Immunotherapy is aimed
at boosting the body's own immune
system and does not have the toxic
side effects of traditional
chemotherapy.

The clinical trial is called CheckMate
370, and the drug is Nivolumab.

Participating patients must be in the
advanced stages of lung cancer. They
will receive the drug in addition to their
regular treatment, said Dr. Makenzi
Evangelist of NYOH.

The study will take place at NYOH
offices in Albany and Clifton Park.

For more information, including other
criteria for participating in the study,
see the NYOH website at

http://newyorkoncology.com/. Or call
518-489-3612, ext. 1045.

These are not inherited genetic traits, explained Evangelist, but changes in genes that can

result from environmental factors or other causes that remain mysterious, she added.

But perhaps because of the success of getting information to the public about the deadly

link between smoking and lung cancer, the two are inextricably linked in the public's mind.

And that has caused a stigma around the illness for smokers and non-smokers alike, who

are blamed for their illness, local experts said.

On the same day that Kaye died, so did a patient of Evangelist's, 48-year-old Lori Burbank

of Halfmoon, following a grueling 18-month battle with the disease. When Burbank told

people of her diagnosis, they would say, "I didn't know you smoked," said her mother, Liz

Grogan.

Burbank didn't smoke. She exercised

and ate healthy all the time, Grogan

said.

"The stigma attached to lung cancer is

terrible," she said, describing people's

attitude as "it's a you-deserve-it kind

of cancer."

For both groups of patients — smokers

and non-smokers — that perception is

unfair, said Michael Seilback, a

spokesman for the New York chapter

of the American Lung Association.

"Lung cancer is one of the only cancers

where that kind of question is even

asked," Seilback said. "No one

deserves lung cancer."

Deaths from lung cancer have

increased 3.5 percent between 1999

and 2012, according to the cancer

society. Deaths for men have

plateaued, but the number is rising in

women. More women die of lung
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cancer than breast cancer.

The lung cancer survival rate is low compared to other cancers, at only about 18 percent

after five years. This is in part because lung cancer tends to be detected late. Evangelist

said more than half of all cases are not diagnosed until patients are in the most advanced

stage of the disease. Only 15 percent are caught in an early stage, when treatments are

more effective, according to the American Cancer Society.

Many people dismiss lung cancer symptoms, such as persistent coughs or shortness of

breath, especially if they have other conditions that affect their breathing, Evangelist said.

Other symptoms include chest pain, unexplained weight loss or swelling of the face or

chest.

In recent years, low-dose CT scans have been used to screen people for lung cancer to

increase the number of cases caught early and ultimately increase the survival rate.

Right now, though, the screenings are only recommended for those at highest risk —

current and former smokers age 55-80 who have smoked the equivalent of a pack of

cigarettes a day for 30 years.

Treatment options for lung cancer have not kept up with advances in other cancers.

Seilback believes the stigma associated with smoking is a key reason for that.

"Lung cancer (research) is woefully underfunded," he said.

But Evangelist said that is starting to change, especially as scientists learn more about

the gene abnormalities that lead to the disease.

"We are seeing a rapid growth in advancement, in the treatment of lung cancer,"

Evangelist said.
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