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Health (40s to 60s)

by Dr Lim Yii Hong

Why you need to do it now!
by Dr Charles Tsang

 

ª by 33% 

Figure 1. The rising trend of CRC in Asia

Figure 2. Minnesota Colon Cancer Control Study by 
Mandel 1993. Annual stool testing for occult blood 
decreases mortality risk by 33%.

COLORECTAL CANCER (CRC) is the most common 
cancer in males and second to breast cancer in females in 
Singapore. More worrying is the rising trend not just in 
Singapore, but also in surrounding countries in Asia (Figure 
1). In a forecast by GLOBOCAN, Singapore is expected to 
see a doubling in the number of colorectal cancer cases from 
2,329 a year to 4,189 in the year 2020. This is not surprising 
given the fact that colorectal cancer usually strikes a person 
in his 60s to 70s, and Singapore is expected to see a silver 
tsunami, i.e. a rapidly ageing population. The ratio of CRC 
mortality to incidence is 0.41 in Singapore. This means that 
the probability of dying from the disease is 41% when one is 
diagnosed to have CRC. In Korea and Australia, the ratio is 
0.29 and 0.32, respectively. 

The Importance of Early Screening
There are three main factors affecting survival for colorectal 
cancer. The first is access to care. The second is the effectiveness 
of treatment. The third factor is the stage distribution of 
the CRC at the time of presentation. Singapore scores high 
marks in the first two areas, as Singaporeans have very good 
and quick access to high quality medical care. However, many 
Singaporeans still present late when diagnosed with CRC. This 
third factor can be influenced by the impact of screening. This 
relationship was shown in a randomised controlled study in 
Minnesota, published by Dr Mandel and co-workers in 1993. 
In this Minnesota Colon Cancer Control Study (Figure 2), annual 
stool testing for faecal occult blood decreased the chances of 
dying from CRC by 33% should someone was found to have 
the disease. The premise was that the detection of blood in the 
stool from a silent CRC would lead to detection of the disease 
at an earlier stage, which in itself when treated, results in a 
higher chance of cure. This philosophy is the cornerstone of 
population screening programmes using stool testing for occult 
blood in many countries worldwide. It is the preferred modality 
of screening for early detection of CRC.
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