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A sancer patient |elns a
protest over medicine
shortages threatening
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Lebanon has one of the world's highest rates of breast cancer, but a falling healthcare system, ﬂlll‘lﬂ poverty and government apathy mean tens of thousands of fearful patients are left with little hope of lifesaving treatment, AFF

BREAST CANCER AWARENESS MONTH

Fighting for life in a falhng state

Shortages of medicines and lack of funds are driving [.ebanese cancer patients to increasingly desperate measures

Nadia Al Fasur Dubal

“1 am Sali Hafiz. 1 came
today to Lake the deposits
of my sister whoe s dyving

in a hospital.” These are
the words that a desperate
Lebanese woimman streamed
online in a bid to secure
funds for her sister’s
cancer treatmenit.

Hafiz had stormed into a Beirat
branch of BLOM Bank armed with
a fake gun. The 28-yvear-old held
up the premizses until she secured
$13,000, part of her $20,000
savings in held deposits,

The heist highlights the ever-
worsening state of Lebanon's
medical sector and its patients.
Hahzs sister, who sulfers from
brain cancer, was losing hope of
ever regaining her speech and
mobility. The funds withdrawn by
her sibling provided her with a trip

to nearby Turkey and a month of

treatment.

For more than four wears,
Lebanon has been in the throes of
a deepening economic crisis that
has plunged almost three-quarters
of the population into poverty.,

It has left the healthcare sector
on its knees, slashed medical
subsidies from %120 million per
month to about £35 million in
2021 and raised the price of a wide
range of medications by up to
four times. Desperate Lebanese
citizens are now looking for any
means o provide their loved ones
a chance in life.

In Lebanon, cancer patients
fight two battles one against
their disease and another to obtain
much-needed treatment.

Breast cancer is the most preva-
lent cancer in Lebanon, In 2020,
1,954 new cases were identified,

accounting for 337 percent of Left: Protestars

diagnosed cancers that vear. volce their
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cases among females.

In 2018, the Eastern Mediterra-
nean Health Journal published a
study titled “Effectiveness of breast
cancer sereening campaigns from
2012 to 2007 by analysis of stage at
diagnosis, Lebanon” It found that
the country had the sixth-highest
age-standardized  incidence rate
for breast cancer in the world, with
97.6 cases per 100,000 women.

Hospitals now lace significant
shortages of medication, and a
large number of patients cannot
afford treatment due to the capital
controls imposed almost overnizht
by banks in 2019,

More than 80 percent of the
population  lives below  the
poverty line, and while some
NGOs offer free mammogram
examinations, no health centers
provide free treatment.

Many breast cancer paticnts
are in the same predicament
as Hafiz's sister. Though
campaigns in the country
raised awareness of breast
cancer  during Oclober,
many women feel discour-
aged. Public awareness
cfforts include seminars,
educational oourses  on
how to spot breast cancer,
encouragement for early
screcning, and media inter
ventions. But those already
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diagnosed with breast cancer lecl
that it is not enough.

"I almost feel like some of these
movements spearheaded by celeb-
rities hijack our pain for their
benefits and public image,” Layla,
a 37-year-old stage two breast
cancer paticnt, told Arab News.
“Where do I go with my pink
ribbon it I have to worry whether
I can continue my chemotherapy?
Who will fund my treatment?”

As governmenl aid s scarce,

Lebanon  imports more than
90 percent of its medication from
abroad. Cancer patients are often
left to fend for themselves to
secure life-saving treatments.
Last year, the country's Health
Ministry formed a commitice to
examine the lack of cancer medica-
tion, such as Opdivo, Tecentriqg,
Ibrance and Xtandi. Despite the
ministry finding that no theft
had occurred, the  amount
of medication required for
cancer treatment was discov-
ered to be far lower than
needed. Health Minister Firass
Abiad urged the international
community at the World Health
Assembly in Geneva lo support
Lebanon's health system.

INNUMBERS

33.1%

Breast cancer accounted for
33.7 percent of diagnosed
cancers in Lebanon in 2020

Counterfeit medication has also

become a major problem. The
head of the Pharmacists Syndi-
cate, Dr. Joe Sallowm, warned that
many patients are unknowingly
buving fraudulent medicines
smuggled into Lebanon from
nearby countries.

On the occasion of Pink October,
under the heading “First of all
Medication, not Pink Illumina-
tion,” the Barbara Nassar Associa-
tion for Cancer Palienl Supporl
organized a protest in Martyrs'
Sguare in downtown Beirut on
Oct. 2 in solidarity with hreast
CATICET |h'-|.| it‘ll[.‘i.

Dr. Hani Nassar, head of the
association, joined Salloum, as
well as two members of parlia
ment, Ghada Ayoub and Adeeh
Abdelmasih, to support patients
and their families.

Massar said: *We have at least
10 cancer-stricken  paticnts  in
the parliament alone; [ bet they
receive their medications and
treatment from abroad, while the
rest of us are at the mercy of the
minister of the health sector. The
registration process in the country
is in disarray; the minister docs
not even know how many cancer

patients are in the country. We
call upon the ministry to provide
medication to every cancer
patient accordingly.

“We call on the government and
the Pariament (o impose (ranspar
ency, to impose impartiality, rather
than seeing queunes of patients
in the hundreds waiting outside
the ministry o receive their life-
saving medication; rather than
having to make calls and pay on
the side for people to provide them
with what they need”

MPs Avoub and Abdelmasih said
that they intended to present a bill
in parliament to ensure urgent
financial loans are available to
cancer patients.

Nassar also warned of a
morphine shortage in Lebanon's
healtheare svstem, meaning that
some cancel’ patients were left
“screaming in pain” in hospitals,
He added that many women in the
first three stages of breast cancer
“mould be saved,” but often lack the
funds to secure treatment.

Medication is also hard to come
by due to Muctuating currency
exchange prices and inflation.

Speaking anonymously, a nurse
from a public hospital in Mount
Lebanon told Arab News: “1 dread
going to work every dav. Cancer
treatment needs a consistent
tmeline, and sceing  paticnts
having to drop out of their treat-
ment due to lack of finances is
dicheartening to say the least”

The nurse added that he still
receives the same salary that was
set before the couniry’s economic
crisis. "My salary is basically
pennies. I dread it but I show
up to work. If I can provide any
tyvpe of comfort to the women
going through breast cancer, as
well as other cancer patients, I
think it's worth it.”



